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ELI

        

      

    

    
      “Stop looking for her,” Theo says as we stand in front of a wall of pens in the student bookstore. “That security guy keeps watching us like we stole something.”

      “Because he’s acting nervous.” Colton smacks my arm. “Snap out of it. She’s not here. Just relax.”

      “What do you think of these?” Theo holds up a package of pens.

      “I don’t know.” I glance around the store. “Who cares? They’re just pens. They’re all the same.”

      “If they were all the same, they wouldn’t have an entire wall of them.” He puts the package of pens back and grabs another. “I’ll just get these and hope for the best.”

      “Those suck,” Colton says. “They smudge and get ink all over your hands.”

      “Seriously?” Theo sighs and puts the pens back. “Why is this so damn hard? How am I supposed to know which ones are good?”

      “Ask someone who works here,” I say to Theo, wanting him to hurry up so we can leave. We only have a few days until classes start and I don’t want to waste them in the bookstore. I also don’t want to risk running into Paige. According to Coach, she’s been in town for a week now. Luckily, I haven’t run into her, but it’s possible she’ll come to the bookstore for supplies, so I need to get out of here.

      “Hey, can I ask you something?” I hear Theo say.

      “Sure. What do you need?” a girl says. Her voice sounds familiar, but I can’t see her because Theo is huge and blocking my view.

      “I’m trying to pick out some pens. Got any recommendations?”

      “I like these.” She steps past Theo to the display of pens and my heart nearly stops.

      It’s her. It’s Paige. Her dark silky hair is a few inches shorter than it was last June, the ends brushing against her shoulders. Her skin is tan, a deep golden brown, and she’s wearing white shorts and a sleeveless top that’s bright yellow like the sun. It reminds me of when I met her. She had a glow about her, like a ray of sunshine.

      She turns to Theo, handing him the pens. “These last a long time and they don’t smudge.”

      “Thanks.” He smiles at her. “I’ll give them a try.”

      Paige’s back is to me. She hasn’t noticed me. Maybe I can sneak away before she sees me.

      “I’ll get some too,” Colton says, grabbing a pack of pens. “Eli, you want some?”

      Hearing my name, Paige turns around, smiling when she sees me. Her smile makes my heart take off. She has a great smile that goes all the way up to her eyes.

      “Eli!” She steps up to me and gives me a hug.

      I freeze, my arms at my sides, my mouth hanging open in utter shock that she’s hugging me. We didn’t exactly leave on good terms. It’s not that we had a fight. We just took off, back to our regular lives. I never called her. Never texted. I thought she’d be angry about that, but apparently not.

      Colton notices my reaction and chuckles. “You two know each other?”

      Paige lets me go and gives me that beautiful smile. “Eli and I met last summer.” She glances at Colton. “At my friend’s wedding.” She looks back at me. “I can’t believe I haven’t run into you before now. I’ve been here for almost a week.”

      “Yeah,” I say, trying to catch my breath. “Been busy. Practice. On the field.”

      I seem to have lost the ability to talk in complete sentences. My brain isn’t working, seeing her again, remembering that night. What if she told her dad she knows me? He’ll ask how and then…

      “He means he hasn’t been on campus much,” Colton says, slinging his arm around my shoulder. “You okay, there, Eli? You’re looking a little pale.”

      He gives me a big, wide grin. He’s figured it out. He knows this is her. The girl I slept with last summer. Coach’s daughter.

      Coach showed us her photo just a few weeks ago so I don’t know why Colton and Eli didn’t know it was her the moment they saw her. But she looked younger in the photo, like it was taken a few years ago.

      “I’m fine,” I mutter, yanking away from Colton. He looks at me, laughing a little.

      “So you’re Coach’s daughter?” Theo asks, folding his arms over his chest, his grin almost as big as Colton’s.

      They think this is funny. Did they forget that little speech Coach gave us? About how he doesn’t want us anywhere near his daughter? We’re not even supposed to talk to her, especially me, given my history with Paige. Coach doesn’t know about that, but if he did, he’d kill me. Like, literally kill me. The guy is crazy.

      I need to get out of here. I can’t be around Paige. What if Coach walked in and saw us together?

      “Yes, I’m Paige,” she says to Theo.

      “Hey, I’m Theo,” he says, shaking her hand.

      She looks over at Colton. “I’m guessing you’re both on the team?”

      “Yeah, I’m Colton,” he says, shaking Paige’s hand. He shoots me a grin. “And you already know Eli.”

      “I do.” Her gaze returns to me, her smile seeming bigger than it did for Theo and Colton, or maybe I’m just imagining that.

      “I need to get going,” I say to Paige, wanting to get away from her because seeing her again is bringing up feelings I shouldn’t be having for Coach’s daughter. Or for a girl I only spent a night with.

      Why haven’t I been able to forget her? I’ve had plenty of one-night stands, and with each one, I’ve moved on. I haven’t felt a need to see the girl again. But with Paige it was different. When I drove home from my cousin’s wedding, I couldn’t stop thinking about her. I’ve thought about her all summer, but I didn’t tell my friends that, knowing they’d give me shit about it.

      For two years, I’ve told everyone I’m committed to staying single. I’m premed and going into my junior year of college. Whatever time and energy isn’t going into football is spent studying. I don’t have time for anything else, and when I graduate, I’ll be moving away for med school. It doesn’t make sense to get involved with a girl when I know it won’t last.

      “How was your summer?” Paige asks, waking me from my thoughts. She steps closer to me and I notice her perfume lingering in the air. I noticed it when she hugged me too. It brought me back to that night, when we were together, her soft skin pressed against mine, the light floral scent of her perfume surrounding me, remaining on the sheets when she left.

      “Eli.” Colton shoves my shoulder and I realize I forgot to answer her.

      “It was good,” I blurt out. “I took classes all summer.”

      “That’s right.” She keeps smiling, which is really distracting, to the point my brain keeps shutting off. “I remember you saying that. It’s too bad you didn’t get a break.”

      “It was good for him,” Theo says, grinning at me. “Kept him out of trouble.”

      “Eli doesn’t seem like a troublemaker,” Paige says, gazing at me with her deep brown eyes. It was those eyes and her smile that reeled me in from across the room the night we met. I introduced myself. We talked. Danced. Kissed. And then we were in my room. When it was over, I didn’t want her to leave. So she stayed, until nine the next morning.

      I never thought I’d see that beautiful smile again. Or look into those deep brown eyes. And now here she is, right in front of me. The girl I haven’t stopped thinking about since that night. The girl I’m not allowed to be with because her father is my coach.

      “I know you’re probably busy,” Paige says to me. “But is there any chance you could take a little time off to show me around?”

      I stare at her, my brain trying to process her words. “Sorry, what did you say?”

      “She wants you to show her around,” Colton says, nudging me. “You should go right now. You got nothing going on.”

      “Really?” Paige’s face lights up. “Because now would be perfect. I just need to pick up my books from the counter and check out.”

      Wait—what just happened? I’m not showing her around. I’m leaving. Getting away from her. I shouldn’t even be talking to her.

      “I’ll see you at home,” Colton says, patting me on the back. “Theo, you ready to buy this shit and head out?”

      “Yeah.” He looks at Paige. “Good to meet you.”

      “You too.” She smiles at him.

      I watch Colton and Theo leave, my brain not yet catching on to the fact that they left me here with Paige.

      “Ready to go?” she asks.

      My gaze flicks back to her, my mind suddenly waking up enough to speak. “Um, yeah, about that. I don’t really have time to show you around. Colton shouldn’t have said that. He doesn’t know everything I’ve got planned for today.”

      “Oh.” Her smile fades and I feel an ache in my chest, like I’ve hurt her, but I didn’t mean to. I just can’t be around her. It’s as simple as that.

      “I’m sure there’s someone else who could show you around,” I tell her. “Like your dad. I’m sure Coach would do it.”

      “He would, but I’d rather have someone closer to my age show me around. My dad would just show me the basics, like where to buy groceries. I want to know the best coffeehouses, the best restaurants, the best places for live music.”

      “There’s not really much to show you. It’s a small town. There’s only a few good restaurants. And the coffee place on campus is probably the best. Colton’s girlfriend works there. Ella. She’s Theo’s sister. She’s tall. Dark hair. You’ll see her if you go there. She works all the time. Or, I guess she won’t be now that school’s starting. As for music—”

      “Wait. Slow down.” Paige puts her hand on my arm and laughs a little. “You’re talking so fast I can’t keep up.” She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes this time. “I get it. You don’t want to show me around. It’s fine. Like you said. It’s not a big town. I’ll figure it out.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want to. I just…” I pause, not sure what to tell her. The truth is, I’d love to show her around. Hang out. Talk. Spend the rest of the day with her. But she’s Coach’s daughter, which means I need to stay away from her.
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ELI

        

      

    

    
      “Don’t worry about it.” Paige takes her hand from my arm and steps back, still smiling at me as her eyes meet up with mine. “It was good seeing you, Eli. Have a good day.”

      She turns and walks off, making her way through the hordes of students racing around to get their books and supplies for the new semester. I remain in the pen aisle, unable to take my eyes off Paige.

      She goes up to the counter. The guy working there walks up to her, smiling and saying something to her, then he turns and walks back to the metal shelves that hold books people ordered online. He brings a stack of books over to Paige, talking to her as he puts the books in a bag. He’s smiling at her in a way that makes me think he’s flirting, which wouldn’t surprise me. Paige is gorgeous, and the guy looks like he’s around her age. Maybe 24? She’s 23, so the two of them are closer in age than Paige and me. I’m not even 21 yet.

      That guy keeps smiling at her and it’s making me irritated. What’s taking so long? If she bought the books online, he just needs to give them to her, which he did, so why is he still talking to her?

      Before I can even think about what I’m doing, I grab the stack of books I’d set on the shelf and make my way over to the counter where Paige and that guy are talking.

      “I need to check out,” I tell him.

      He looks annoyed that I interrupted him talking to Paige. “What’s the name?”

      “I’m not picking up an order. I just need to buy these.” I set the textbooks on the counter.

      “You gotta go over there.” He points to the long line leading from the register to the back of the store. “This is only for online orders.”

      “Could you maybe make an exception?” Paige asks, smiling at the guy. “My friend here is giving me a ride home and I’ll be waiting for hours if he has to go wait in that line.”

      “He’s your friend?” the guy asks, like he wants to clarify that Paige and I are just friends.

      “Yes, this is Eli,” Paige says, glancing at me. “Eli Tate. He’s on the football team.”

      The guy glances at me. “That’s right. I thought you looked familiar.”

      “So will you do it?” Paige asks. “Can you ring him up?”

      The guy sighs. “Okay, but I’m really not supposed to do this.”

      “We won’t tell,” Paige says, flashing a smile my way.

      As the guy rings me up, a text pops up on my phone from Theo. Why do you get special treatment? We’re going to be in this line for hours.

      Looking back, I see Theo and Colton at the end of the line. He’s right. They’ll be waiting forever.

      Got lucky, I text back.

      “You’re all set,” the guy says, shoving the sacks of books my way.

      “Thanks!” I pick up the sacks. “I really appreciate it.”

      He ignores me, his eyes back on Paige. “Maybe I’ll see you around campus.”

      “I’m sure we will. It was nice meeting you, John.” She picks up her books.

      “Hey, since you’re new here,” John says, smiling at Paige, “if you want me to show you around town, I’d be happy to.”

      “She doesn’t need you to,” I say, feeling a sudden urge to punch the guy. “I’m taking her. We’re going right now.”

      “We are?” Paige looks at me. “But I thought—”

      “You thought I was going home first? I am, but only to drop off my books. We’ll go after that.”

      “Um, okay,” she says, looking confused. I’ll explain when we’re outside, away from John.

      “Let me take these.” I grab the sack of textbooks from Paige and head out of the store.

      “Were you just saying that?” Paige asks as we walk to the parking lot. “Or are you really going to show me around town?”

      “Where’s your car?” I ask, stopping a moment.

      “Over here.” She goes past me, walking down a row of cars and stopping by a big black pickup.

      “This is yours?” I ask, because this is not at all what I thought she’d drive. I was imagining a small sedan or mini SUV, not a huge pickup.

      “It’s my dad’s. My car is in the shop. I’ll get it back tomorrow. Dad let me borrow his truck so I could pick up my books.”

      I’m standing by Coach’s truck, talking to his daughter, holding her books. Shit. This is bad. If he saw me right now, he’d definitely kill me.

      “Where do you want these?” I ask, holding up the sack.

      “Back here.” She opens the door and points to the back seat. It’s a really nice truck. Looks brand new. It smells new too.

      I drop the sacks on the back seat, then turn to Paige. “I parked on the other side of the lot, so I guess I’ll see you later.”

      “Later, as in later today? You’re still going to show me around, right?”

      She sounds so hopeful, and eager for me to agree to it. I shouldn’t, but I already told her I would. I can’t really go back on that now.

      “Yeah, we can go. I just need to go home first.”

      I don’t know why I said that. I don’t need to go home. I guess I’m just trying to give myself time to think this through. It’s all happening so fast. I can’t think straight, and every time I look at Paige, my mind becomes even more jumbled.

      “How about I follow you?” Paige asks. “We’ll go to your place, I’ll leave the truck there, and we can go in your car.”

      “Actually, I have a truck too. Just not one as nice as this one.”

      “Oh, well, we could take mine. Either way, it’d save time if I just followed you back to your place.”

      There’s no way I’m driving around town with her in Coach’s truck. I don’t even want to be near it. It’s probably his favorite thing after his daughter, and he’s probably just as protective of it. And she can’t park the truck in front of my house. What if Coach drove by and saw it? He could look up the address and find out I lived there.

      “Why don’t you take this home?” I say, motioning to the truck. “And I’ll come pick you up.”

      “Sure!” She gets out her phone. “Let me give you my address. What’s your number?”

      She doesn’t have it because I never called her after the night we spent together. I asked for her number, but never gave her mine. We didn’t say we’d stay in touch, but asking for her number implied I’d be calling her, or at least send her a text. I never did, thinking it didn’t make sense to if I wasn’t going to see her again. Back then, I had no idea she’d be going to school here.

      “Eli?” She looks up from her phone. “What’s your number?”

      I hesitate, not sure I should give it to her. What if her dad looked through her phone and saw my number? I doubt she lets him go through her phone, but still, having my number in it is risky.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks.

      “I just, um… ” I rub my hand over my face. “I don’t know if it’s a good idea.”

      “If what’s a good idea?”

      “You having my number.”

      “Why? You have mine.” She pauses and her smile disappears. “Unless you got rid of it.”

      “I didn’t. But I shouldn’t have it.”

      “Why?”

      Does she really not know? I’m sure her dad forbid her from getting involved with anyone on the team, just like he forbid us from talking to her, or even looking at her.

      “Eli, what’s going on? Why won’t you give me your number?”

      “Paige, come on. You know your dad would—”

      “My dad?” She laughs. “This is about my dad? My dad doesn’t care who I’m friends with. Is that really what you’re worried about?”

      “Paige, this isn’t funny. No one on the team is supposed to go near you. Your dad’s banned us from even talking to you.”

      “He’s just saying that,” she says, rolling her eyes. “He doesn’t actually mean it. Of course you can talk to me.” She looks back at her phone. “Now what’s your number?”

      “He wasn’t joking around. Your dad doesn’t want us anywhere near you. He reminds us every time we have practice. He even showed us your picture and said if he sees us talking to you, or even looking at you, he’ll come after us.”

      “And do what? Make you run extra laps during practice?” She steps closer to me. “Eli, I’m telling you, my dad doesn’t care if we’re friends. In fact, he was just telling me this morning that he hopes I make some friends here.”

      “Yeah. Friends who are girls. Not guys. And definitely not guys on the team.”

      She sighs. “You’re really not giving me your number?”

      I pause a moment to think. “I will if you use a fake name. Put me in your phone as Eve or Ellie. Something close enough to Eli that you’ll know it’s me.”

      “Fine, but this really isn’t necessary. I’m 23. My dad doesn’t get to tell me who I can talk to.”

      “Maybe he can’t tell you, but he can tell me, and he’s made it clear I can’t be near you.” I glance around the parking lot, making sure he isn’t around. Knowing how protective he is of her, I wouldn’t be surprised if he followed her.

      “He’s not here,” she says, noticing me searching the parking lot. “So what’s your number?”

      I get out my phone and text her. “I just sent it to you.”

      She sees it and texts back. “I sent you my address. It’s an apartment building. Text me on your way over.”

      “You can’t tell your dad about this. About us hanging out today. And you definitely can’t tell him about the wedding. Or that we met back then. Don’t even mention me. Act like we don’t know each other. Like we’ve never met.”

      “Eli, you’re being ridiculous. My dad doesn’t care if we’re friends.”

      She’s wrong. She clearly doesn’t know him the way I do. Coach Boyd is scary as hell and will kill any guy that goes near his daughter, even as just a friend. I don’t even think it’s possible to be her friend. I’d want more. Seeing her again has brought back all the feelings I had for her at the wedding. It wasn’t just another one-night stand. I really liked Paige. I remember thinking how I wished she lived closer so we could date.

      Now here she is, and I’m not supposed to be near her. It’ll just be today. I’ll show her around town, take her home, and that will be it. After that, she’ll just be some girl I see on campus. I won’t even talk to her. I’ll avoid her the best I can, even if it’s the opposite of what I want.

      Damn, this is going to be hard.
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PAIGE

        

      

    

    
      Seeing Eli again is messing with my emotions. I told myself I was over him. We were only together a night. I shouldn’t have even thought about him after that, but there was something about him. Something that had me thinking about him for the rest of the summer.

      When my dad told me he was coming out of retirement to fill in as the football coach at Halston College, my mind immediately went to Eli. The night we met, Eli told me he was on the football team at a small college, but he didn’t say which one. And I didn’t tell him where I was going to grad school in the fall.

      It wasn’t until July, when I saw the team roster on the dining room table as I was helping my dad pack up to move, that I saw Eli’s name. I was shocked. I couldn’t believe Eli’s college was the same school I’d be attending in the fall. And that my dad was going to be his coach! I couldn’t call and tell him because I didn’t have his number. I could’ve gotten it from my dad, but then I’d have to explain how I knew Eli and that’s not something you want to tell your father.

      Even though I’m 23, my dad still sees me as his little girl. He forgets that I’m all grown up and don’t need him to watch over me every second of the day. When he told me he took the job at Halston because of me, because it meant we’d spend more time together, I wasn’t sure how I felt. Part of me was happy we’d be living in the same town, but the other part of me was dreading it. This was my chance to finally be on my own after spending four years of college living at home. I had originally planned to go to college in California, but then Mom died and I didn’t have the heart to move thousands of miles away from Dad. He needed me, so I stayed in Philadelphia and went to school at the local university. I gave up college parties, dorm life, and hanging out with friends to take care of my dad.

      Going to Halston was my time to finally experience college life the way I didn’t get to before, and then my dad told me he was taking the coaching job. It was only supposed to be for the summer, but it turned into the fall, and now I’m worried he’ll accept the permanent coaching job and be here for the entire two years I’m in graduate school. At least he didn’t make me live with him. He rented a house here, but I insisted on getting my own apartment.

      “Hey, neighbor,” Lucy says, coming out of the unit next to mine as I unlock my door.

      “Hey.” I smile at her. “You working out?”

      “I’m teaching today. It’s a yoga and strength class. You should try it.”

      Lucy just graduated from physical therapy school. She’s doing an internship at Halston in the sports department, working with female athletes. She moved here last week, the same day I did. We immediately hit it off. She’s a science nerd, like me, and is into fitness, also like me. Her internship doesn’t pay much so she’s teaching classes at the campus fitness center this fall to earn extra money.

      “Maybe I will,” I say. “Is the class every Friday?”

      “Fridays and Wednesdays, and there’s a one-time class this Saturday for people who want to try it out.” She walks over to me as I open my door. “How was the bookstore?”

      “Crazy,” I say, going into my apartment.

      Lucy follows me in. “I’m glad I didn’t go. I need some supplies, but I can wait until classes start and it’s not as busy.”

      “It was so crowded, you could barely walk around. I’m glad you gave me that tip to order online. I just had to go to the counter and pick them up.” I drop my sack full of books on the coffee table and collapse on the couch.

      “What are you doing this afternoon? You want to go out?”

      “Oh!” I jump up from the couch. “I have to get ready. He’ll be here soon.”

      At least I think he will, if he doesn’t bail on me. I don’t think he will, but the way he was acting in the parking lot, it’s entirely possible he’ll change his mind. I don’t know why Eli is so scared of my father. He acts tough, but that’s all it is. An act. It’s part of his job. The big, tough, ornery football coach. He wasn’t always that way, but it’s who he is now. It’s one of the reasons he retired early. He was taking his anger out on his team and getting in trouble for it. He says he’s better now, but I’m not sure I believe it.

      “Who are you talking about?” Lucy smiles a little. “Are you saying you have a date?”

      “No. He’s just showing me around town.”

      “We already did that. We drove around all last week.”

      “Yeah, but we’re not from here. We don’t really know where to go. Eli’s lived here for two years. He knows who has the best coffee, where to find live music, what restaurants to go to.” I look at my outfit. “Should I wear something else? I don’t know if I like this shirt.”

      “I love it. That yellow is super cute. It’s like sunshine. You look adorable.”

      “Adorable is not the look I’m going for. I need to change.” I race down the short hallway to my bedroom.

      “So this is a date?” Lucy says, standing at the door to my room.

      “No, we’re just friends. Not even that. He’s just showing me around.”

      “How’d you meet this guy?”

      I pause in front of my closet, trying to decide what to tell her. Even though I consider Lucy a friend, I’m not sure I want her knowing this.

      “We met last summer. At my friend’s wedding. She married Eli’s cousin.” I look over at Lucy. “But not many people know that, so if you could just keep that between us.”

      “I get it,” she says, walking into my room. “You slept with him.”

      “No, we just talked,” I say, trying to sound convincing.

      “And ended up in bed,” she says, joining me at the closet. She shrugs. “It’s not a big deal. That kind of thing happens at weddings all the time.”

      “Yeah, well, it shouldn’t have.” I realize what I just said and clamp my hand over my mouth.

      “Ha!” She points at me, laughing. “I knew it. I could tell you slept with him the moment you said his name.” She smiles. “And now you’re worried about what to wear around him. You wouldn’t do that if you didn’t like the guy.”

      “Of course I like him. But as a friend. That’s it. Maybe not even that. I really don’t know him that well.”

      “You didn’t talk after that night?”

      “No. I didn’t think I’d ever see him again. I didn’t know he went to school here until I saw his name on the team roster.”

      Her eyes get huge. “He’s on the football team? Your dad’s team?”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s your dad think about this? About you dating one of his players?”

      “I’m not dating Eli. And my dad doesn’t know that I know him. I didn’t tell him, and I’m not going to.” I pull a red cotton sundress from my closet. “What do you think of this?”

      “Definitely looks like a date.”

      I put it back and pull out a silky black tank top. “What about this?”

      “Also looks like a date.”

      “It’s just a tank top.”

      “A date tank top. That’s not something you’d wear just hanging out with a friend.”

      “Then what should I wear?” I ask, hanging up the tank top.

      “Wear what you have on. It’s cute, casual, and doesn’t look like what you’d wear on a date. I mean, you could wear it on a date, but it doesn’t look like you purposely chose it with the hopes of getting sex later.”

      “I am not having sex with him!” I whisper, throwing my hands up.

      “Why are you whispering?” She looks around. “Is he here?”

      “No, he’s picking me up,” I say, using my normal voice. “I was whispering because Eli got me all worried about my dad. He doesn’t want me anywhere near the team. If my dad found out I was spending time with Eli, he’d be furious, which is completely ridiculous. My dad can’t tell me who to be friends with or who to date.”

      “Yeah, but think about it from Eli’s point of view,” she says, folding her arms over her chest and leaning against the wall. “Your dad is the coach. He gets to tell these guys what to do. He could make their lives miserable if he wanted to. He could even kick a guy off the team. Make them lose their scholarship.”

      “My dad wouldn’t do that, not if the guy didn’t deserve it. And he doesn’t have that much power. He’s just filling in until the college hires a new coach.”

      “I’m just saying, if you want to get involved with a guy, maybe pick one that isn’t on the football team.”

      “I’m not going to date Eli.” I go over to the mirror above my dresser to check my hair. “He’s just going to show me around town and that’ll be it. I probably won’t even see him after that.”

      She doesn’t respond. I turn back and see her looking at her phone.

      “Eli Tate?” she says, smiling.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “He’s hot.” She swipes her fingers over the screen. “Damn. He’s really hot. This photo of him in his uniform?”

      “Let me see.” I race over to her and she hands me her phone. There’s a picture of Eli standing on the sidelines during a game, holding his helmet, his muscular arms glistening with sweat, his dark hair drenched in it. I feel myself getting hot just looking at him.

      “Nice, huh?” Lucy takes her phone back.

      I shrug. “He’s not bad.”

      “She says as her cheeks turn red just thinking about all the things she wants to do with him.”

      “They aren’t red.” I feel my cheeks. “Are they?”

      “Your whole face is flushed.” She laughs. “If you don’t want your dad knowing about this, you better learn to control yourself when you’re around Eli.”

      “It has nothing to do with Eli.” I walk back to the mirror and see that she’s right. My face is flushed, but not enough that my father would notice. He’s not good at noticing things like that. “It’s just warm in here. I need to turn the air on.” I pull my hair back. “You think I should wear it up?”

      She walks over to me. “I have to get to my class, but my advice is don’t try to dress or act like you’re on a date if you’re not. If you really only want to be friends with this guy, or not even that, then show up like you are now. Changing your hair and putting on nicer clothes will only confuse him and make him think you want more.”

      “You’re right,” I say with a sigh.

      “I gotta run.” She walks to the door. “Let me know how it goes.”

      “I will. Bye, Lucy.”

      I hear her leave, shutting the door behind her.

      Still standing in front of the mirror, I think about what she said. About showing up like this, like Eli just saw me. It’s not at all sexy. I’m hardly wearing any makeup, didn’t do anything to my hair, and what I’m wearing is something I’d just throw on to go to the mall or the grocery store. Going out with Eli, I wanted to look nicer than this, but why? What’s the purpose? Eli wouldn’t date me, not when my father is his coach. And I don’t want to date Eli. Or do I?

      If I’m being honest, the answer is yes, I would like to date him. I’d like to get to know him better. Talking to him at the wedding, it seemed like we had a lot in common, and we definitely have chemistry. If we didn’t, I wouldn’t have ended up in his bed. But then I left and he never called me. I guess most guys don’t call a girl after a one-night stand, but I thought Eli was different. It seemed like he actually felt something for me. It was probably just attraction. If he felt something other than that, he would’ve called.

      My phone dings with a text from Eliza, the fake name I gave Eli.

      On my way. Be there soon.

      I text him back that I’ll be waiting outside the building. Then I check my reflection in the mirror one last time, thinking I need to refresh my makeup but then deciding to leave it alone.

      Eli is just a friend. But I wish we could be more.
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      When I left the house, Colton wasn’t home from the bookstore. He and Theo are probably still waiting to check out. If Paige hadn’t convinced that guy to ring me up, I’d be in line with them instead of driving to pick up Paige.

      I can’t believe I’m doing this. I promised myself I’d stay away from her, and somehow I ended up agreeing to spend the afternoon with her. I guess it doesn’t have to be the whole afternoon. It’ll take less than an hour to show her around town. It would take longer than that if we stopped somewhere, but we shouldn’t. Taking her to get coffee or something to eat might seem like a date, and this is not a date.

      Her apartment building is five miles from campus but only two miles from my house. I was hoping we didn’t live that close. Being only two miles from Paige, I could easily run into her. Like literally run into her. The night of the wedding she told me she runs a few times a week, so it’s possible she could run right in front of my house and I’d see her when I’m going to my car. I could run into her on campus too. She’s a bioengineering major so she’ll spend a lot of time in the science building, which is where all my classes are and where I’ll be working.

      I got a job setting up the biology lab. It’s only a few hours a week, but it’ll give me some extra cash I can use for expenses. Unlike most everyone else who attends Halston, I don’t have rich parents giving me money. My football scholarship pays for school and I get a small allowance for meals, but whatever else I need I pay for myself. I usually have a summer job, but this past summer I took some hard classes and didn’t have time to work.

      When I pull up to Paige’s building, she’s waiting outside. Just seeing her there already has my heart pumping faster. I was hoping I wouldn’t feel anything when I saw her again, but that first glance of her at the bookstore had my pulse racing, heat rising inside me. She looked gorgeous and smelled good and then she hugged me, pressed her body against mine, and I felt myself getting hard. But hey, that’s normal. Of course my cock’s going to get excited. It knows what I did with her and it’d like to do it again. But it’s not going to happen. I value my life too much.

      “Hey,” I say, jumping out of the truck to get her door.

      “I got it,” she says, hoisting herself into my truck. It’s old but still looks good. My uncle gave it to me for my high school graduation. He had it for years and kept the maintenance up so it runs great.

      I get back into the truck. “So where do you want to start?”

      “You pick.” She gives me that smile I’m quickly becoming addicted to. “You’re the tour guide.”

      “Let me think.” I look away from her, because it’s hard to think when I’m staring at her. I find myself going back to that night, remembering how she felt, the sounds she made, the things we did… and I lose my focus. How am I going to do this? How am I going to spend all afternoon with her without something happening?

      “Eli? You awake over there?”

      “Yeah. Sorry.” I smile at her. “I was just trying to think of where to take you. I could show you downtown. There isn’t much there, but they have a few nice restaurants and some shops.”

      “Okay, let’s do that.”

      I drive away from the building and go out to the main road. I’m nervous, which is stupid because this isn’t a date. I’m just showing her around, helping her out.

      Her phone rings.

      “It’s my dad,” she says, like it’s no big deal. Meanwhile, I’m having a heart attack, thinking he must’ve seen me pick her up and now he’s following us, getting ready to kill me.

      “Hey, Dad,” she says, answering his call. “No, I just left.”

      What is she doing talking to him with me sitting right next to her? Is she going to tell him I’m showing her around? She better not. I made it clear I didn’t want him knowing about this. I hope she didn’t think I was kidding.

      “I’ll be back later today.” She glances at me. “Could we skip tonight? Lucy and I might go somewhere for dinner.” She chews on her lip as she listens to him talk. “Yeah, okay. Tomorrow works. But won’t you be tired from practice? You said it’d be all day.” She nods. “Yeah, okay. Love you too. Bye.” She ends the call, seeming stressed as she stuffs her phone in her purse.

      “Everything okay?” I ask.

      “Yeah.” She forces out a smile. “My dad just gets kind of… needy? Clingy? I don’t know the word for it. I shouldn’t describe it that way. It’s more like he’s lonely and wants me around all the time.”

      “But you get along with him, right?”

      “We get along great, and I love my dad to pieces. It’s just he can be a little much.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She looks away, out the side window. “It’s nothing. I don’t know why I even said that. He wouldn’t want me talking about this stuff.”

      “It sounds like you need to. Like it’s bothering you.”

      I stop at a light and notice her looking at me, seeming hesitant.

      “You don’t have to tell me,” I say. “It just seemed like maybe you need to talk about it.”

      She sighs. “I do. But I feel bad talking about him like this.”

      “Like what?”

      “Saying he’s lonely. And that he needs me.”

      “Why is that bad?”

      “He wants people to see him as this tough guy who doesn’t need anyone. But the truth is, he gets lonely unless I’m with him. That’s why he took the coaching job here. As soon as he got the call that Coach Daley was out sick, he agreed to take over without even giving it a thought. If any other school had called him, he would’ve said no, but because I was going here, he jumped at the chance.”

      “You don’t want him here?”

      “It’s not that. It’s just…” She pauses. “I need some space. I lived with him all through college. Moving here was supposed to be a break. And now he’s here, living in the same town as me and wanting me to do everything with him.”

      We’re approaching the downtown now and I pull over and park on the street.

      “This is such a cute downtown,” Paige says. “Do they decorate it at Christmas?”

      “Yeah, they put lights in all the windows and a big Christmas tree in the town square.” I shut off the truck and look at Paige. “Why don’t you talk to him? Tell him you need space?”

      She shakes her head. “I can’t. He feels so alone after my mom died. I’m all he has left.”

      Her mom died? Coach’s wife? I had no idea. I thought Coach was divorced. Everyone on the team did.

      “When did she die?” I ask.

      “My junior year of high school. I was 17. I was supposed to go to college in California but ended up staying in Pennsylvania and going to school there so I could stay home and live with my dad.”

      She gave up her plans for her dad. She didn’t get to experience college life because of him. I understand why she did it, but I’m angry at him for letting her. He took that experience from her, and now he’s doing it again.

      “Did you at least go to parties?” I ask. “Hang out with friends?”

      “Not really. I didn’t like leaving Dad alone at night. The nights are harder on him than during the day. But it’s been six years now and I can’t keep doing everything with him. I need my own life.”

      “Yeah, I get it. That’s tough.”

      “Anyway.” She laughs a little. “I didn’t mean to get into all that. We should go.” She gets out of the truck.

      I meet her on the sidewalk and we walk around the small downtown. I keep looking for Coach, thinking he’s watching us or that we’ll run into him.

      “Relax,” Paige says, noticing how nervous I am. “He’s not here. He’s at his office.”

      “How’s he getting home? You have his truck.”

      “He’ll walk. The house he rented is only a few blocks from campus.” She stops in front of a bakery. “Can we go in? I haven’t had lunch and the sign says they have sandwiches.”

      “If you want lunch, I know a better place. It’s just down the block.”

      “Are you eating too? If not, then this place is fine. I’ll just get something to go.”

      “I already ate, but I could eat again. I eat six or seven meals a day during the season.”

      “That’s right. I forget how much you guys have to eat to maintain your weight.” Her gaze drops to my body just long enough for me to notice. She glances back at my face and clears her throat. “So where’s this place you’re taking me to?”

      “It’s this way.” I take her hand, then realize what I did and pull away. “Sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “It’s fine,” she says, smiling a little. “Friends can hold hands, right?”

      They can, but they don’t, or I don’t. If I hold a girl’s hand, it’s because I see her as more than a friend, so it’s concerning that I did that.

      Putting some distance between us, I continue down the street, pointing out some stores she might like, which I only know about because Ella shops down here and I overhear her telling Colton about them. Being around those two is really annoying. They’re constantly making out on the couch or in the kitchen. Ella doesn’t live there, but it feels like she does because she’s at the house so much. I’m hoping once classes start, Ella will spend more time at her dorm. It’s not that I don’t like her. I just get tired of watching those two together.

      We get to the restaurant, a local brewery that serves food, and look for a table. I find one in the back, far away from the windows. I know Paige said her dad was at work, but I still worry someone will see me with her and tell him.

      “Eli,” a guy says.

      I don’t know who said it, but I pretend I didn’t hear him and scoot deeper into the booth, trying to hide.

      “Someone just said your name,” Paige says from across the table.

      “It was probably a different Eli.” I take a menu from the holder and hand it to her. “Have whatever you want. It’s on me.”

      “No, I should pay. I’m the one who made you show me around.”

      “Hey.” Wes appears at the end of the table with Avery beside him. “I thought you were at the bookstore with Theo and Colton.”

      “I was, but I got my stuff and left.”

      Wes looks over at Paige. He’s never met her, but the way he’s looking at her, I can tell he recognizes her from the photo Coach showed us.

      “I’m Wes,” he says to Paige, smiling at her. “And this is my girlfriend, Avery.”

      “Hi.” Avery smiles at her.

      “I’m Paige.” She looks at Wes. “You’re the quarterback, right?”

      “That’s me.”

      “Are you new here?” Avery asks Paige.

      “Yes, I’m starting graduate school at Halston next week.” Paige smiles at me across the table. “Eli is showing me around town.” Paige looks over at Avery. “My dad is the football coach. That’s how I knew your boyfriend. I saw his name on the team roster.”

      “Your dad is Coach Boyd,” Avery says, like she’s figuring this out in her head. She knows the story about how I met Paige. She also knows Coach told the team to stay away from her.

      “We’re going to go find a table,” Wes says to Paige, putting his arm around Avery. “It was nice meeting you.”

      “Why don’t you join us?” Paige asks.

      Wes glances at me. “We don’t want to interrupt. We can find another table.”

      “You’re not interrupting.” Paige scoots out of the booth. “You two take that side and I’ll sit next to Eli.”

      Wes and Avery look at each other like they’re not sure what to do.

      “C’mon, join us,” I tell Wes, thinking it’d be better if someone saw the four of us together than just Paige and me. It’ll look like we’re just friends instead of looking like we’re on a date.

      “Go ahead,” Wes says, motioning Avery to sit down in the booth. “I need to talk to Eli.”

      “Right now?” I ask.

      “Yeah. It won’t take long.”

      I get out of the booth and follow Wes outside. He gets in front of me and says the words that have been repeating in my head since the moment I saw Paige at the bookstore.

      “You’re supposed to stay away from her.” He points to the restaurant. “So what the hell is going on here?”
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      “I’m just showing her around,” I say, trying to sound like it isn’t a big deal.

      “She can find someone else to show her around,” Wes says. “Someone who isn’t a guy she slept with who still has feelings for her.”

      “I don’t have feelings for her,” I insist. “She’s a friend. Not even that. She’s just a person I met last summer that I ran into at the bookstore.”

      “Don’t give me that shit. I can tell when you like a girl, and it’s obvious you like Paige.”

      “I like her, as in we get along and we have a lot in common. But that’s it. I don’t like her the way you’re thinking.”

      He folds his arms over his chest. “Remember when we used to make fun of Theo for denying he liked Darcy?”

      “Yeah. What about it?”

      “It’s the same with you and Paige. Any idiot can tell you like her as more than a friend. You’re the only one who doesn’t get it. Or you’re like Theo and won’t admit it.”

      “Okay, yeah, I like her, but that’s based on knowing her for a night. If I get to know her better, I may not like her.”

      “Is that what you’re doing? Taking her out to prove to yourself you don’t like her?”

      “No, I took her out because she asked me to.”

      “And you couldn’t say no?”

      “I did tell her no, but then…” I look down at the sidewalk, rubbing my jaw. “There was this guy at the bookstore. He kept talking to her. Smiling at her.”

      “And you got jealous and went over there,” Wes says, sounding annoyed with me.

      “I wasn’t jealous. I was saving her from this guy who wouldn’t stop talking to her. If I hadn’t gone over there, he might’ve asked her out and it was clear she didn’t want that.”

      “Did she tell you that?”

      “Well, no. I could just tell.”

      “Stop lying and just be honest. You want Paige for yourself. That’s why you went over there.”

      “That’s not why—” I stop, knowing I won’t convince Wes to take my side. His mind is made up about this, and while what he said might be true, I don’t want to admit to it.

      “If you’re not interested in her, then how did this happen? Why did you agree to show her around?”

      “Because she wanted me to. She didn’t want to go with that guy at the bookstore.”

      “She could’ve found someone else,” Wes says. “Hell, her dad could’ve showed her around. He’s lived here all summer.”

      “Her dad’s old. He doesn’t know where young people hang out. She wanted to go with someone closer to her age.”

      “Then you could’ve asked Avery. Or Ella or Darcy. Any one of them would’ve helped you out so you wouldn’t be doing this.” He pauses. “But you didn’t ask one of the girls because you wanted to do it yourself.”

      “Okay, fine. You’re right. I wanted to spend time with her. And yeah, maybe I got a little jealous when the guy at the bookstore offered to take her out instead of me.”

      “So what happens now? Is today it, or are you going to keep seeing her?”

      “I’m not going to keep seeing her. How would I even have time? I’ve got classes, football practice, my job at the lab. I won’t have time for any girl.”

      “But you’ll make time for the right one. Is Paige that girl?”

      “No! You’re making a big deal out of nothing. Let’s go back inside.”

      We go into the restaurant and back to the table. The girls are talking and smiling like they’re already friends. I could see Avery being friends with Paige. They’re both really smart and focused on school.

      “The guy came to take our order,” Avery says to Wes as he sits down beside her. “We told him to come back in a few minutes.”

      “Do you know what you’re getting?” I ask Paige, sitting at the edge of the booth, trying to keep as much distance between us as possible.

      “I was thinking of getting this.” She slides up next to me, holding the menu so I can see. “Have you tried it?”

      I’m not paying attention to what she’s pointing at. I’m too focused on the feel of her hips and leg pressing against me as she leans over to show me the menu.

      “I haven’t had it,” I blurt out.

      “Maybe I’ll get it anyway,” she says, moving over. We’re no longer touching, but she’s much closer to me than she was when I sat down.

      “What is it?” Avery says. “I might’ve had it.”

      “It’s the burger with pulled pork on top.”

      Avery nods. “Wes has had it. He loves it. Eli, you’ve ordered that before.”

      I shoot her a look to let it go, but she doesn’t.

      “He had it last time we were here,” Avery says to Paige.

      “I must’ve forgotten,” I say.

      The waiter shows up and we place our orders.

      When he leaves, Paige picks up the beer menu. “How’s the beer? I love local breweries. They always come up with such interesting beers.”

      “I haven’t tried them,” Avery says. “I’m not 21 yet.”

      “None of us are,” Wes says.

      “Oh. Sorry, I forgot.” Paige puts the menu back on the stand.

      “You can have one,” I tell her. “Go ahead. I’ve heard the stout’s really good.”

      “That’s okay. I don’t need one.”

      This is embarrassing. Paige can order a beer and I can’t.

      “Are you going to the games this season?” Avery asks Paige.

      “I always go. I like watching my dad coach. He loves it. He’s happiest when he’s coaching a game.”

      I laugh. “If that’s your dad being happy, I’d hate to see him when he’s not.”

      She smiles. “He’s only hard on you guys because he wants you to win.”

      “Or wants to scare the shit out of us,” I mutter.

      Wes chuckles. “He picks on Eli a lot.”

      “He does?” Paige turns to me. “How does he pick on you?”

      “How much time you got? Because we could be here all day.”

      “He’s given Eli the award three times,” Wes says. “More than anyone on the team.”

      I stare at him. “Yeah. Thanks for sharing that.”

      “What award?” Paige asks.

      I sigh. “The least improved player award.”

      “He still does that?” She rolls her eyes. “He started that a few years ago at the last college he worked at. I told him to stop. He thinks it’s motivating, but I think it’s mean.”

      “I’m probably gonna get it this week,” I say to Wes. “For fumbling the ball twice and showing up late to practice, even though I gave him a note from my boss explaining why I wasn’t there.”

      “I’m guessing Zane will get it,” Wes says. “He’s been moving slow since he hurt his knee.”

      “That shouldn’t count against him,” Paige says. “He’s not going to play well with an injury. My dad knows that.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I say. “Coach says you shut up and play through the pain.” I look at Wes. “You might be right. I bet it’s Zane this week.”

      Zane is a second year senior. This will be his fifth year on the team. He’s good, but he used to be a lot better. I think he’s losing interest in playing football, probably because he always has injuries that make it hard for him to play.

      “I’ll talk to my dad,” Paige says. “He shouldn’t be treating you guys this way.”

      “No!” Wes and I blurt out at the same time.

      “Don’t say anything,” Wes tells Paige. “It’ll make things worse for us. Coach hates complaining. He punishes anyone who does it.”

      “He’s right,” I say to Paige. “Don’t tell your dad what we said. It’s not going to help.”

      Paige looks down, seeming embarrassed about her dad and the way he treats us. Did she really not know he’s like this? I’m sure she’s seen him yelling at his players when she’s been to games. He does more than yell at us. He humiliates us and works us to exhaustion. I used to think the coach we had before him was hard on us, but Coach Boyd is so much worse. I really hope the school hires someone else before the end of the semester.

      “You think your dad wants to stay on as coach?” Wes asks Paige, like he was reading my mind.

      “I would’ve said no, but with me going to school here the next couple years, I think he’ll consider it.”

      I groan under my breath.

      Wes notices, but pretends not to hear me as he talks to Paige. “He’d be signing a contract for longer than that.”

      “Yeah, so I’m not sure. I’m just saying he’ll probably consider it.” She takes a drink of her water. “Are there other candidates they’re looking at?”

      “Yeah, but a lot of them want to be at a bigger college,” Wes says. “I think it’ll depend on how our season goes. If we do well, we have a better chance of someone wanting to take the job.”

      “I still think Curt should take it,” I say to Wes.

      “Who’s Curt?” Paige asks.

      “Theo’s dad. He took off when Theo was born, but they just reconnected. Curt was our coach for a while, but when Theo found out who he was, he didn’t want him here so he left.”

      “Was Theo the guy I met this morning?”

      I nod. “Yeah, the guy who asked you about the pens.”

      “His girlfriend Darcy used to be my roommate,” Avery says. “I kind of set them up.”

      “You didn’t set them up,” Wes says to Avery. “She hated Theo when she moved in with him. She wanted to be with Colton.”

      “Well, yeah, but by suggesting she live with Theo, I was setting it up so that something might happen between them. And it did. So in a roundabout way, I set them up.”

      Wes smiles and puts his arm around her. “If you say so.”

      “Was Colton the other guy I met?” Paige asks me.

      “Yeah. The guy with the blond hair. He’s dating Theo’s sister.”

      “Which was never supposed to happen,” Avery says. “Theo forbid anyone on the team from dating her, but Colton did it anyway.”

      As she says that, I realize this thing with Coach is a similar scenario. He forbid me from dating his daughter, and here I am, having lunch with her. But it’s not a date. We’re just two people having lunch.

      “I’m surprised they’re still friends,” Paige says.

      “They weren’t for a while, but Theo came around eventually,” I say. “That’s a whole other story I can tell you later.”

      But there’s not going to be a later. Today is it. I can’t keep seeing Paige. I want to, but I can’t.

      The waiter brings our food and I have to move closer to Paige so my plate isn’t sitting at the edge of the table. I keep getting whiffs of her perfume and it takes me back to the night we spent together. It’s really hard to pay attention to the conversation when I’m imagining what we did that night. It’s even harder to be this close to her again and not act on how I’m feeling. I think she might feel the same way. She keeps finding ways to touch me, like when she leaned over to me to show me the menu or the way she keeps touching my arm when she’s telling me something.

      “Have you made any friends yet?” Avery asks Paige. “Or I guess you haven’t really been here long enough.”

      “I’m friends with my neighbor,” Paige says. “Lucy moved in the same day I did. She’s doing an internship with the women’s athletic program. She just graduated from physical therapy school.”

      “Really?” Avery’s face lights up. “I’m planning to be a physical therapist too. Maybe I could talk to her sometime.”

      “Definitely. I can give her your number if you want.”

      Paige gets her phone out and Avery rattles off her number.

      “If you ever want to go do something, let me know,” Avery says. “I have plenty of time to go out during football season.” She points at Wes. “He has no time for me from now until the season ends.”

      “You’re exaggerating,” he says. “We live together. You see me every day.”

      “Yeah, but we don’t have time to go out.”

      “I’d be up for doing something,” Paige says.

      This isn’t good. I don’t want Avery becoming friends with Paige. Avery is part of my social circle. She can’t be bringing Paige into that. Then I’d have to see her all the time when I’m trying to stay away from her.

      “You’ll meet a lot of people at school,” Wes says, probably thinking the same thing I am, that Avery and Paige shouldn’t be friends. “People in your classes.”

      “What are you studying?” Avery asks Paige.

      “Bioengineering. I’d like to work in pharmaceuticals, developing new drugs.”

      “Drugs that Eli will prescribe when he’s a doctor,” Avery says, smiling at me.

      “That’d be funny if it happened,” Paige says to me. “If you prescribed a drug that I created?”

      “Yeah, it’s possible,” I say, before taking a bite of my burger.

      “Have you decided what you want to specialize in?” Paige asks.

      “Not yet,” I say, but it’s not true. I decided years ago that I’m going to be an oncologist. I don’t tell people that because then they’d ask why and that’s something I don’t want to talk about. Nobody knows about my dad. Why talk about it when it’s over? He’s better now. The cancer is gone and he’s going to live for a really long time.

      “Wes, we need to go,” Avery says as we’re finishing lunch. “The movie starts in ten minutes.”

      Wes checks his watch. “Shit, you’re right.” He gets his wallet out and tosses some bills on the table. “That should cover it.”

      Wes and Avery get up from the booth.

      “Sorry we have to rush off,” Avery says to Paige. “It was really nice meeting you. Call me if you want to go out sometime.”

      “I will. Thanks.”

      Wes and Avery race off, leaving me alone with Paige. Seeing how well she got along with my friends is making it even harder for me to be around her. I could see myself dating her, the two of us hanging out on weekends, going to parties, doing stuff with my friends. I think we’d be really good together, but I can’t date her to find out.
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      “I think I’ve shown you everything,” I say, stopping at a traffic light. I spent the last hour driving around town, pointing out places I think Paige would like. I haven’t known her long enough to know for sure what she’d like so I based my recommendations on what Darcy, Avery, and Ella like. The three of them go out more than I do, and they’re girls, so they know what places girls like to go. When I go out, it’s usually to a sports bar to watch a game on the giant TVs, which probably wouldn’t interest Paige.

      “Are there any trails around here?” Paige asks as I drive through the intersection. “Like running trails?”

      “Yeah, there’s a good one at the park we’re about to pass. You want to stop?”

      “If you don’t mind.”

      I’m happy to spend more time with her. I just shouldn’t be doing it. It’s going to make it that much harder to stay away from her.

      “It’s over here,” I say, heading down the sidewalk that leads to the trail.

      “It’s a nice park,” Paige says, walking beside me.

      “It’s new. It’s only been here a few years. The trail’s been around longer than that. Ella runs on it all the time, but only with Colton. He won’t let her go alone.”

      “Maybe I could run with her sometime.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” I say, but I don’t want that happening. I don’t want Paige hanging out with my friends. Maybe I’m being selfish, but it’s really more about keeping her away from me so nothing happens between us.

      “This is it,” I say, stopping next to the trail. “It goes deep into the woods, winding through the trees for a few miles, then it loops back to the start.”

      “Do you have time for a walk?” she asks.

      “Um, sure.”

      Being on the trail with her, just the two of us, is not a good idea, and yet here I am, following beside her. I keep having to fight the urge to hold her hand. I should do it just for safety reasons, so she doesn’t trip and fall. There’s a lot of loose branches and twigs on the trail that could easily trip a person.

      Just as I’m thinking that, my foot catches on a fallen branch and I tumble, face first, to the ground.

      “Oh my God!” Paige kneels down beside me. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I push up on my hands and look down at my shirt. It’s covered in mud. I’m sure my face is too. This is so embarrassing. It was bad enough that I fell, but now I’m covered in mud.

      “Here.” Paige holds out her hand. “Let me help you up.”

      I take her hand and stand up.

      She looks at me, covering her mouth to hide that she’s laughing.

      “Yeah, I know. I’m a mess.” I rip off my muddy shirt, turn it inside out, and use it to clean the mud off my face. “How’s that? Better?”

      Paige is staring at me, at my chest. Is she checking me out? It kind of seems like she is, which is surprising because I assumed after seeing me fall flat on my face she would’ve lost all interest in me.

      “Paige?” I say, still waiting for her to answer.

      Her eyes rise back to my face. “Much better. But I think your shirt might be ruined.”

      “That’s fine. I’ve got others.” I spot a trash container near a bench just off the trail and go over to it, tossing my shirt in it.

      Paige walks up to me. “I should get you a new one since I’m the one who made you walk on the trail.”

      “Yeah, well, if I knew how to walk I wouldn’t have fallen.”

      She smiles. “It wasn’t your fault. It was that branch. You just didn’t see it.”

      Because instead of looking at the ground, I was looking at her.

      “You go ahead,” I say, motioning to the trail. “I’ll wait here. I don’t trust myself to walk again.”

      “You’re not staying here.” She grabs my hand. “C’mon. I’ll keep hold of you so you don’t fall.”

      We continue down the trail, slower this time, Paige’s hand in mine. With the trees surrounding us and nobody around, I feel like I can finally relax, like we’re not at risk of anyone seeing us.

      “This is nice,” Paige says, gazing up at the sun filtering through the trees. “It’s really pretty out here.”

      “It’s even nicer when the leaves change color.”

      “Maybe we could come back here when they do.”

      She looks at me as she says it, like she’s telling me she wants to spend more time with me. Like she wants us to date. But she knows that can’t happen. Her dad wouldn’t allow it.

      “We should keep going,” I say. “Unless you want to turn around.”

      “Let’s go a little farther.” She keeps hold of my hand and continues down the trail.

      We walk in silence for a few minutes, the only sound coming from the birds chirping and squirrels rustling the leaves.

      Paige starts giggling, which turns into a full-out laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask.

      She shakes her head and clears her throat. “Nothing. It’s not funny.”

      We keep walking and I hear a noise coming from her. She’s laughing, but trying not to.

      I stop and turn to her. “What the hell is so funny?”

      She shakes her head, smiling and squeezing her lips together so she doesn’t laugh.

      “Paige,” I say in a calm voice as I walk forward, forcing her back against a tree. “Does this have anything to do with me falling face first in the mud?”

      She looks at me, doing her best not to laugh, then slowly nods.

      “You think that’s funny?” I step closer to her, but she can’t go back any farther and has to lean against the tree. “I could’ve been hurt.”

      She forces the smile off her face, trying to be serious.

      “I ruined my shirt.”

      She swallows, her eyes locked on mine.

      “I embarrassed myself.” I rest my hand on the tree and lean down to her face, so close I can feel her breath. “I embarrassed myself in front of a girl I was trying to impress.” I lean closer and her breaths get faster. “A girl I really like.”

      Her eyes fall shut, like she’s waiting for me to do it. I shouldn’t, but damn, I can’t help myself.

      I press my lips to hers, telling myself that’s all I get. One kiss. And then I’ll back away.

      Yeah, like that’s going to happen. That one kiss leads to another, then another after that. Her body softens, melting back against the tree. I slip my arm around her waist, supporting her as I take the kiss deeper. I feel her hands on my chest, on my bare skin. Then her hands slide up behind my neck and I feel her hips press forward until they’re touching the front of my jeans. My cock was already hard, but now it’s throbbing, wanting to be inside her like it was that night.

      I break from her lips, resting my forehead against hers.

      “We can’t do this,” I say, breathing hard.

      She opens her eyes and looks at me, breathing almost as hard as I am.

      “I want to, but…” I stop, unable to find the words when I’m this close to her, wanting her more than I can describe.

      “It doesn’t have to mean anything.”

      “But it does.” I swallow, forcing down the words I want to say, but can’t. Words about how much I like her. How I think she’s amazing and smart and beautiful. How I wish we could be so much more than we are.

      “We can go,” she says, sounding disappointed. She sneaks under my arm and moves away from me. She brushes the back of her shorts that were against the tree and straightens out her shirt.

      I feel like shit for turning her down. I wanted it as much as she did, but I wouldn’t let myself do it. I should be proud of myself for that, so why do I feel bad about it?

      We head back down the trail, not talking and not holding hands. I feel like I should say something, but I don’t know what. The air between us feels awkward and uncomfortable now.

      “You’re a mess,” Paige says, finally breaking the silence.

      I look over and see her smiling at me. “You gonna start laughing at me again?”

      She shrugs. “Maybe.”

      “It’s your fault,” I say, focusing back on the trail so I don’t fall.

      “How is it my fault? I didn’t trip you.”

      “I was looking at you when it happened. If you weren’t so damn hot, my eyes would’ve been on the ground.”

      Maybe I shouldn’t have told her that, but it’s not like it’s a secret. She knows I think she’s hot.

      “That’s funny.”

      I glance at her. “Why is that funny?”

      “When I got home from the bookstore, I was going to change clothes and put on something sexy. But then I remembered this isn’t a date and just went with what I had on.” She points to herself. “And now you’re telling me you actually like this.”

      “It looks great on you. But I’d think you look hot in anything you wear.” I pause. “Or don’t wear.”

      She tugs on my arm and gets in front of me, stopping me. “Eli, I just want to say that I respect what you did. I understand why you stopped us and I respect you for doing it.”

      “Don’t respect me too much. If you knew the thoughts going through my head, you wouldn’t… well, let’s just leave it at that.”

      “You’re a great guy. I wish things could be different for us.”

      I’d like that too, and maybe we could date if her dad is done coaching at the end of the semester. But by then, she’ll probably be with someone else. A girl this great isn’t going to stay single for long.

      We go back to my truck and when I get in the seat, I notice chunks of dried mud falling off my jeans.

      “I’m gonna have to throw these jeans out,” I say as I start up the truck.

      “You can just wash them,” Paige says, putting on her seat belt. “You could’ve washed your shirt too. It wasn’t that muddy.”

      “It was covered in it.”

      “It would’ve dried if you’d left it on. Then you could’ve shook it out and washed it later.”

      “On the trail, you told me it was ruined.”

      “I only said that because I liked seeing you without a shirt.”

      I smile at her, loving that she’s so direct. I’m used to girls making me guess what they’re thinking.

      “Did you date anyone last summer?” Paige asks as I’m driving out of the park. “After the wedding?”

      I wasn’t expecting the question and it takes me a moment to answer.

      “I went out with some girls, but it didn’t turn into anything.” I glance at her. “How about you?”

      “Tyler and I got back together for a couple weeks, but then it ended and I didn’t go out with anyone else. I didn’t want to start dating someone right before I moved here.”

      “Who’s Tyler?”

      “My ex. I told you about him, didn’t I?”

      “No,” I say, knowing that’s something I’d remember. “How long did you date him?”

      “A couple years.”

      “Years? Shit, that’s a long time.”

      “It is. He asked me to marry him, but I turned him down.”

      I’m surprised she didn’t tell me this the night we met. We talked a long time before we went to my room. Almost getting engaged seems like something she would’ve shared, especially since we were at a wedding.

      “You got back together with him last summer?”

      “Only for a few weeks. A week after the wedding, he called and asked if he could take me to dinner. I agreed to go and we went out a few times after that, but I didn’t see the point in continuing it, knowing I was leaving soon to come here.”

      “So that’s it? Or do you think you’ll get back together with him?”

      “I don’t see us getting back together, but I guess anything’s possible. He’s in law school in Manhattan. That’s like what… an hour from here by train? So it wouldn’t be that hard to see each other if we really wanted to.”

      “Is that what you want? To be with that guy?”

      Her phone rings and she answers it. “Hey, Lucy, how was class?” She pauses. “Yeah, I’ll try it. Maybe next week.” She listens, then says, “I’m still out with Eli. We had lunch, then he drove me around town. Hey, you didn’t see my dad there, did you?” She nods. “I told him I had plans, but sometimes he stops by without telling me. Okay, well, I’ll talk to you when I get back.”

      “You two going out tonight?” I ask as she puts her phone away.

      “Yeah, but I’m not sure when. Lucy met a guy last week and he asked if she wanted to go out tonight. I guess we’re going to meet them there.”

      “Them?”

      “The guy she met is bringing his friend.”

      “So this is a double date,” I say, trying not to sound angry or jealous, but I’m both of those things. I don’t want her going out with this guy. What if they start dating?

      I shouldn’t be thinking that way and I definitely shouldn’t be angry. Just because I can’t date her doesn’t mean someone else can’t. But I don’t have to like it.

      Out of all the girls I could fall for—like really fall for and want to be with—why did it have to be Coach’s daughter?
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      “What happened to your shirt?” Colton asks when I walk into the house. He’s sitting on the couch with Ella on his lap.

      “Long story,” I say, going to the fridge to get a beer. As I open it, I look over and see Ella and Colton kissing. “You two need to take that shit to the bedroom.”

      They don’t even hear me. I’m not surprised. This happens all the time. Colton gets so wrapped up in Ella that he forgets that I’m here.

      Sometimes I wish I had that. A girl I can’t get enough of, that I actually liked having around all the time. I could see Paige being that girl, but since that isn’t happening, I’m good just being alone. I’d rather be single than with the wrong girl.

      There’s a knock on the door.

      “Colton!” Theo yells. “I’m coming in. Get your hands off my sister!”

      Theo hates that Colton’s dating Ella, but since he can’t stop it, he made a rule that Colton can’t make out with Ella in front of him.

      Ella laughs as she moves off Colton and sits next to him on the couch.

      “You’re good!” I yell at Theo. “You can come in!”

      The door opens and Theo walks in with Darcy. He comes over to me in the kitchen.

      “What happened with Coach’s daughter? I heard you spent all day with her.”

      “Wait—what?” Colton gets up from the couch and turns to me. “You took Coach’s daughter out? In public?”

      “We drove around in my truck. It wasn’t a big deal.”

      “Wes said you had lunch with her,” Theo says, grabbing a bag of chips from the counter and stuffing some in his mouth.

      “Yeah? So? Why can’t I have lunch with her?”

      “You can, if you’re willing to risk Coach finding out.”

      “Paige talked to him and he told her he’d be in his office all afternoon.”

      “You gonna keep seeing her?” Colton asks, joining us in the kitchen.

      “No. This was a one-time thing. I might see her on campus and say hi, but that’s it.” I take a drink of my beer.

      “Avery said you two got along really well,” Darcy says.

      This is the problem with my friends. I can’t keep anything a secret. One person finds something out and soon everyone in our group knows.

      “We get along great,” I say. “But we’re not going out. She has a date with someone else tonight.”

      “If she wasn’t Coach’s daughter, he’d date her,” Theo says to Colton, his mouth full of chips.

      “Would you?” Colton asks me.

      I shrug. “Maybe, but there’s no use talking about it when it can’t happen.”

      “Just hide it so he doesn’t find out,” Colton says. “I went out with Ella without people finding out.”

      “Everyone knew about you and Ella,” I say. “Theo’s the only one who didn’t.”

      “Don’t talk about that,” Theo says. “Or I’m gonna have to punch him again.”

      When Theo found out Colton was dating his sister, he beat him up really bad. More than once.

      Colton rubs his hand over his lip. “This still hasn’t healed. Every time my lips get dry it cracks open again.”

      “Good,” Theo says. “You deserve it for dating my sister behind my back.”

      “Not this again,” Darcy mutters, grabbing a soda from the fridge.

      “I’m just saying,” Colton says to me, “if you really like this girl, be with her here, or at her place. Just don’t take her anywhere someone might see you.”

      “Yeah, that’ll be a great relationship,” I say, rolling my eyes. “I’m not going to date a girl if I have to hide her.”

      “It’s only for a few months. Coach Boyd isn’t sticking around.”

      “He might. Paige said he only took the job because he knew she was going to school here. She thinks he might consider taking the permanent coaching job just so he can stay here with her.”

      “Seriously?” Colton sighs. “I thought we’d be getting rid of him soon.” He looks over at Theo. “You sure you can’t talk Curt into coming back here?”

      “I’m working on it.”

      “You are?” I ask Theo, because last I heard, he wasn’t sure he wanted his dad here.

      “I talked to him last night and told him I’m okay with it if he wants to coach here next semester.”

      “And what did he say?”

      “He wants to make sure I don’t change my mind before he makes a decision. I told him I won’t, but he still wants to wait. He has time. They aren’t going to hire someone in the middle of the season. We’re stuck with Coach Boyd for the fall.”

      “They’re going to talk football,” Darcy says, going over to Ella on the couch. “You want to watch a movie?”

      “Babe, we’re not staying,” Theo says to Darcy. “We gotta get food for tonight.”

      Theo is having a party at his house later. He’s keeping it small and kicking people out by midnight since we have to be up early for practice. Our first game is next weekend so Coach Boyd has extended our workouts and practices.

      “When are we leaving?” Darcy asks.

      “In a few minutes.”

      She turns on the TV and finds a reality show to watch.

      “Let’s go out back,” Theo says.

      Colton grabs a beer from the fridge and the three of us go out to the patio.

      “So what’s she like?” Colton asks me.

      “Paige? She’s great. Really smart. Easy to talk to.”

      “You just drove her around?” Theo asks. “That’s all you did?”

      I gulp down what’s left of my beer, not answering his question.

      “He slept with her,” Colton says, laughing a little.

      I shove his arm. “I didn’t sleep with her. You really think I’m that stupid?”

      “When it comes to this girl?” Theo says. “Yeah. We saw the way you were looking at her at the bookstore. You better stay away from her. Once you’ve had sex with a girl, it’s hard to be around her without it happening again.”

      “I think something already happened.” Colton smiles a little. “Fess up. What’d you do with her?”

      “We went to the park. Walked on the trail. That’s it.”

      “He came home like that,” Colton says, pointing at me. “Not wearing a shirt. After he’d just dropped her off.”

      “Because I fell in some mud,” I explain. “We were on the trail and I tripped.”

      “Nice,” Theo says, laughing. “What did Paige think of that?”

      “She thought it was hilarious.” I roll my eyes. “She couldn’t stop laughing.”

      “And then what?” Colton says. “I know something happened.”

      “You don’t know shit.”

      “You kissed her,” Theo says, like he knows it’s true.

      “Yeah?” I look at him. “So what if I did? At least I stopped us before we did something else.”

      “You stopped it or she did?”

      “I did. She wanted to keep going.”

      “This happened on the trail?” Colton asks. “Where anyone could see you?” He smiles. “Coach’s daughter is a naughty girl. I wouldn’t have guessed that.”

      “Shut up,” I say, smacking his arm. “Nobody was there. We could’ve done it without being seen.”

      “I’m proud of you, man,” Theo says. “Most guys wouldn’t have been able to say no.”

      “Trust me, it wasn’t easy. I almost gave in, but I didn’t want to do it on the muddy ground with bugs crawling all over her.”

      Colton grins. “So you’re saying it still might happen?”

      “No. Nothing’s happening. Today was it. From here on out, I’m staying away from Paige.”

      “Yeah, right,” Colton says, before swigging his beer.

      He doesn’t believe me and neither does Theo, but I’m committed to this. As much as I want to be with Paige, I’m staying away from her.
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      Later that night, at Theo’s party, I’m trying to keep my mind off Paige, but Avery keeps bringing her up.

      “Where in Pennsylvania is Paige from?” Avery asks. “She didn’t say.”

      “Philadelphia,” I mutter, looking for Wes. He took off to get a beer.

      “Is that where she went to college?”

      “Yeah, I guess. I mean, she lived at home during college so it was some school that was around there.”

      “Oh! I talked to Lucy. I’m going to her apartment tomorrow. She’s going to tell me all about her internship.”

      “Who’s Lucy?”

      “Paige’s friend. The physical therapist? Paige told us about her at lunch today. She lives next door to Paige.”

      “Yeah, I remember her now. So you’re going there tomorrow?”

      “Around noon. Lucy is teaching a yoga class in the morning. I’m trying to talk Darcy into taking the class with me, but she doesn’t want to get up that early. The class is at eight.”

      “Hey.” Wes returns, coming up beside Avery. “What are you guys talking about?”

      “I was telling him I’m going to see Lucy tomorrow.” Avery looks back at me. “I invited her to come here tonight, but she wasn’t sure if she could make it.”

      “She won’t be here,” I say. “She has a date tonight. She and Paige are meeting up with some guys.” I feel irritated as I say it. Paige was with me this afternoon and now she’s out with some other guy?

      It shouldn’t bother me. She has every right to go on a date, but I still don’t like it.

      “She told me about that,” Avery says, “but she said if it didn’t go well, she might stop by on her way home.”

      “With Paige?” I ask, my pulse quickening at the thought I might see her later.

      Avery shrugs. “She didn’t say. I guess if they drove together she’d be with Paige, unless she drops her off first.”

      “Paige wouldn’t come here,” Wes says. “The whole team’s here and Paige knows her dad doesn’t want her around us.”

      Disappointment washes over me as I realize he’s right. Paige wouldn’t show up here, but for a moment I thought she might, and I was looking forward to it.

      I’ve only been here for a couple hours, but I’m already bored. Maybe I’m getting too old for these parties or maybe I’m tired of them. It’s always the same girls. I’ve already dated the ones I was interested in, but none of them got to me the way Paige does. There’s something about her that makes her hard to forget. And it’s not just her looks. It’s her personality. Her ability to be serious one moment and laughing the next. Like today at the park. I loved seeing her laugh, even though she was laughing at me. And when she starts talking about science? That’s a major turn on. I’d never admit that. It makes me sound like a nerd, but it’s true. Smart girls in general get me going, but a smart girl who’s into science? That’s pretty much my dream girl.

      “Oh! She’s here!” Avery says, racing off.

      “Who’s she talking about?” I ask Wes, trying to see where Avery went.

      Wes glances at the door, then back at me. “Paige is here. With some girl I’m guessing is Lucy.”

      I look past Wes and see Paige, standing just inside the door, next to a tall blonde who’s talking to Avery.

      “Sorry, man,” Wes says. “I told Avery it was a bad idea to invite her, but I honestly didn’t think she’d show up. And I definitely didn’t think Paige would. I guess their dates didn’t work out.”

      “This really sucks,” I say, staring at Paige. She’s wearing a short black dress with thin straps at the top and her hair is pulled back in a ponytail with a few strands framing her face. “How am I supposed to be around her when she looks like that?”

      Wes glances back at her. “Maybe you should leave.”

      “Maybe I should,” I mutter, my heart beating faster the longer I look at her. I glance away and take a drink of my beer.

      “Shit, they’re coming over here,” Wes says.

      Avery’s leading the way, with Lucy and Paige following behind.

      “Wes, this is Lucy,” Avery says, as Lucy goes up to Wes.

      Paige notices me and we lock eyes for a moment before she looks away.

      “It’s good to meet you.” Wes smiles at Lucy. “I’m glad you and Avery connected. She’s been wanting to meet someone who works in her field.”

      Lucy shrugs. “If you can call it working. It’s just an internship so I can figure out if I want to work with athletes or do something else.” She smiles at Wes. “So you’re our quarterback. You gonna win us some games this season?”

      “I’m gonna try, but it takes more than me to win a game.”

      “Lucy, this is Eli,” Avery says, drawing Lucy’s attention to me. “He’s on the team with Wes.”

      “I feel like I already know you,” Lucy says to me. “I heard all about you from Paige.” Lucy motions to her. “Why are you hiding? Get over here.” She laughs as Paige steps up beside her. She looks even more beautiful up close. She’s wearing more makeup than she had on earlier and she has on jewelry—sparkly earrings and a silver necklace with a tiny heart hanging from it.

      “Paige said you guys met a few months ago,” Lucy says.

      “At my cousin’s wedding,” I say, wondering how much Paige told Lucy about us. “So what happened to your dates? Paige said you were meeting up with some guys.”

      “We did.” Lucy rolls her eyes. “But Rob turned out to be a jerk. At least Paige’s guy was nice.”

      So why is Paige here and not still on her date?

      “Can I get you two something to drink?” I ask, needing to get away from Paige. I can’t stop staring at her. People are going to notice and say something.

      “Nothing for me,” Paige says.

      “I’d take one of those,” Lucy says, pointing to the can of hard cider Avery is holding.

      “They’re in the fridge,” Avery says. “Follow me.” She leaves with Lucy.

      Wes stands between Paige and me, looking like he doesn’t know what to do.

      “I just remembered I told Theo I’d refill the coolers with ice,” he says. “I’ll see you later.”

      He takes off, leaving me alone with Paige.

      “We meet again,” she says with a nervous laugh.

      “Yeah, I guess so.” I drink what’s left of my beer, wishing I had more, or something stronger.

      “I haven’t been to a college party in forever,” Paige says.

      “I thought you said you didn’t go to parties in college.”

      “I went to a couple my freshman year. I didn’t tell my dad. He thought I was just out with a friend. But parties weren’t really my scene so I stopped going.”

      “I don’t really like them either, but it’s just what you do. And all my friends are here so if I wasn’t here, I’d just be home alone.”

      “That’s why I came with Lucy tonight. I didn’t want to go home and sit in my apartment alone.”

      “What happened to your date? It sounds like you got along with the guy.”

      “We did. There just wasn’t any spark between us. Or that’s how I felt. He wanted to go out tomorrow night, just the two of us.”

      “And you turned him down?”

      She nods. “I didn’t see the point of going out again if I didn’t feel anything for him.” She looks around the room. “Could we go somewhere quieter? It’s hard to hear with the music so loud.”

      “We could go outside,” I say. “But it’s kind of cold out.”

      “I don’t mind. Let’s go.”

      We make our way through the crowded room and go out to the front porch. The music is loud enough we can still hear it outside, but it’s not nearly as loud as it was in the house.

      “I just wanted to apologize for today,” Paige says.

      “Apologize for what?” I ask.

      “For what happened at the park. On the trail.”

      “What do you mean?” I smile a little. “Did you push me into the mud?”

      She smiles. “No, that was all you. I meant what happened after that. I shouldn’t have come onto you like that.”

      “Paige, I’m the one who kissed you.”

      “And I tried to get you to do more. But it’s not what you wanted, and I understand why. Football is a big part of your life and I don’t want to mess that up. I just wanted to let you know that I’ll leave you alone. Let’s just forget what happened today and agree to be friends.”

      “I’m not sure I can do that.”

      “Oh.” She looks down. “Then I guess—”

      “No, that’s not what I meant,” I say, feeling frustrated with myself for messing this up. How do I say this without telling her how I really feel? Or do I just tell her?

      Her eyes rise to mine. “Eli, I get it. You don’t have to explain.”

      “Paige, I’d love for us to be friends, but being around you is just… hard. After what we did. We were only together for a few hours today and look what happened.”

      “That was my fault. I shouldn’t have—”

      “It wasn’t your fault. I started it by kissing you, and I would’ve kept going. I wanted to, but then what? We just go on like nothing happened? I didn’t want to do that.”

      “It’s just sex. It didn’t have to mean anything. But I know what you’re saying. Doing that would’ve made it harder to not do again. And since we shouldn’t be doing it at all, you don’t want us to be friends and risk something happening.”

      “Yeah. Something like that.”

      She smiles, but it seems sad. “I’ll leave you alone. Let you find someone you can actually be with.”

      She goes inside while I remain on the porch, angry that I can’t even be friends with her. If I didn’t need my football scholarship to pay for college, I’d risk it. I’d be with Paige and risk her dad finding out and kicking me off the team. But I’m not like the other guys. I don’t come from money. I need the scholarship to stay in school. As much as I like Paige, I can’t risk my future to be with her.
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      “Did you have fun last night?” Lucy asks as we sit on the couch with our bowls of sesame noodles. The delivery guy just dropped them off. I keep saying I’m going to start cooking my meals, but it hasn’t happened yet.

      “You mean the date or the party?”

      “The party.” She twirls her fork around in the noodles. “I know everyone there was younger than us, but I still had a good time.” She smiles. “And I’ve never been around that many hot football players.”

      “I’m used to that. Having a coach for a father, I’ve grown up around football players.” I take a bite of the noodles. “These are really good. We should order from this place again.”

      “Eli looked hot last night,” she says in a teasing tone.

      “Would you stop? I’m not dating him. He doesn’t even want that. He made that clear last night. Even if he wanted to, he can’t. My dad told the team they can’t be anywhere near me.”

      “Forget your dad. You’re an adult. You can do what you want.”

      “I can, but Eli can’t. He’s not going to risk losing his football scholarship. I don’t know his money situation, but I get the feeling he doesn’t have a lot.”

      “Your dad would really kick him off the team?”

      “He might. My dad changed a lot after my mom died. He became angry and moody and hard to be around. He acts like he wants everyone to be as miserable as he is, including me.”

      “You’re not miserable, are you?” she asks, concern in her voice.

      “No, but I wouldn’t say I’m happy. I feel like I’m responsible for my dad. For making sure he’s not lonely and that he’s taking care of himself. I keep waiting for him to get himself together so I can go on with my life, but it’s been six years and he’s not getting any better.”

      “Maybe he needs to see someone, like a therapist.”

      “He’d never do that. He thinks people who go to therapy are weak.”

      “You can’t take care of him forever. You need to be happy too.”

      “I know,” I say with a sigh. “At least I stood up to him about the house. He’s still upset about that, but how can I have my own life if I’m living with him? I couldn’t even bring a guy home.”

      “What’d you do before? When you were dating your ex?”

      “We went to his place, but I never spent the night.”

      “Did your dad like him?”

      “Not really, but he liked that Tyler was in law school and not just sitting around doing nothing. My dad hates guys that aren’t motivated.”

      “Then he should let you date Eli. The guy’s going to be a doctor. What parent doesn’t want their daughter dating a doctor?”

      “He won’t be a doctor for a long time. And it doesn’t matter what he’s going to be. My dad doesn’t want me dating him, or anyone on the team.”

      “I’m sorry, but your dad’s kind of a jerk.”

      “He’s just really sad, and the only way he knows how to deal with it is by trying to control everything.”

      “What if you and Eli were just friends?”

      I set my fork in the bowl and look at her. “Did you forget what happened yesterday? I almost had sex with him. In the woods! In broad daylight! I clearly can’t control myself around him.”

      She laughs. “That’s just because you haven’t seen him in months. If you saw him every day, it’d be different.”

      “I don’t think so. I’ve never been this attracted to someone, not even Tyler. I have a thing for science nerds, but they’re usually not very attractive. Eli’s hot and a science nerd, which makes him irresistible.”

      “I didn’t think he seemed nerdy.”

      “He’s not the scrawny-guy-with-taped-glasses type of nerd. What I mean is that he’s interested in science, like I am. We can have in-depth conversations about it without either of us becoming bored. It’s hard to find a guy like that who’s also really hot and good at sports.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I’m not into nerds, even hot ones.” She shoves a forkful of noodles into her mouth.

      “Hey, who was that guy you were talking to last night? The big guy with the really short hair?”

      She holds up her hand, signaling she needs to finish chewing before answering. She picks up her water bottle and takes a drink.

      “That was Zane,” she says. “I had no idea he went here until I saw him last night.”

      “How do you know him?”

      “He was friends with my brother. They went to school together until Zane transferred to a private prep school his sophomore year.”

      “Did you not get along with him? It looked like you two were fighting.”

      She sets her water bottle down. “I hate him. He used to play all these stupid pranks on me, like the time he put a snake in my bed. I almost had a heart attack when I found it.” She shudders. “I hate snakes. I’m scared to death of them. Even now, I check my bed to make sure there isn’t a snake in it because of Zane and what he did.”

      “I’m sure he’s changed. He was just a kid when he did that.”

      “He did more than that. He called me names. Pulled my hair. Tried to wrestle me. The guy’s crazy, and crazy people stay crazy.”

      “What did he say to you last night?”

      “He called me Lucy Goosey, the stupid nickname he gave me when we were kids. He got everyone to call me it and I hated it.”

      “Why would he call you that?”

      “Because I had a pet goose, which Zane thought was funny for some reason.”

      “It is kind of funny. Why a goose?”

      “My parents took me to the animal rescue place to get a dog and there was this goose there that nobody wanted. He was domesticated, not a wild goose. He’d belonged to an old man, but the guy died and the goose ended up at the shelter. I felt bad for it so I took it home.”

      “That’s sweet.”

      “It was, until Zane gave me that stupid nickname and made everyone think I’m crazy for having a pet goose. Anyway, we were fighting last night because he refused to apologize for all the shit he did to me.” She shakes her head. “I can’t believe he’s here. He should’ve graduated last spring, but he said he’s taking another year to finish.”

      “Well, it’s not like you have to see him. You’re not taking classes.”

      “Yeah, but I’ll see him on campus.”

      My phone rings. “It’s my dad,” I say to Lucy. “I need to get this.”

      “Or you could ignore it,” she mutters, before shoving more noodles into her mouth.

      I answer the call. “Hey, Dad.”

      “Hi, honey. Are we still on for tonight?”

      “Um, sure. When are you done with the team?”

      “We’ll wrap it up around five.”

      “That late? Dad, they’ve been there all morning.”

      “And they’ll be working even harder this afternoon. The first game is next week. They can’t be slacking off.”

      “You’re going to wear them out,” I say, thinking of what Eli told me yesterday about all the guys who’ve been injured since my dad took over as coach.

      “They’re young. They’ll be fine. Their break’s almost over. I gotta go, but I’ll see you at the house around five. I got some steaks to grill out.”

      “Okay. See you then.” I end the call.

      “Saturday night with your dad?” Lucy says. “What happened to you having your own life?”

      “It won’t be every Saturday. Once the season starts, he’ll be consumed with football. He won’t be inviting me over.”

      “He’ll make you go over there on Sunday, after making you go to the game on Saturday.”

      “I like going to the games.” I smile a little. “I’m looking forward to seeing Eli play.”

      “Okay, but still, you’ve gotta stop spending all your time with your dad. He’s a grown man. He needs to learn how to be on his own.”

      “He doesn’t know how. He met my mom in college and they were together until she died.”

      “And that’s sad, but it’s not your job to take her place.”

      She’s right, but it’s hard to tell my dad no when he doesn’t have anyone else in his life but me.

      “I don’t want to talk about this,” I say.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “It’s fine. I just don’t want to talk about it.”

      Lucy’s phone chimes with a text. She looks at it. “Oh! That girl’s here. I totally forgot she was coming.” Lucy sets her bowl on the table. “Can I tell her to come here so I can finish lunch?”

      “Sure. Are you talking about Avery?”

      “Yeah, I’m going to buzz her in and tell her to come to your place instead of mine.”

      Moments later, Avery appears at the door.

      “Come on in,” I tell her.

      “I love your place,” she says, looking around the room.

      “I’m not done with it yet, but it’s getting there.”

      “Sorry I’m still eating,” Lucy says to Avery. “I forgot what time you were coming.”

      “Go ahead and eat. I don’t mind.” Avery sits on the chair next to the couch where Lucy is sitting.

      “Do you want something to drink?” I ask Avery.

      “No, I’m good.”

      I return to my place on the couch and talk to Avery. “My dad just called. It sounds like he’s going to have the guys there for the rest of the afternoon.”

      “Really?” She sighs. “Wes thought he’d be home by two, or three at the latest.”

      “That’s a long time for practice,” Lucy says. “I don’t even think that’s allowed. There’s a limit on how many hours they can be out there.”

      “He always goes over the limit.” Avery’s eyes dart to mine. “Sorry. I’m not saying anything bad about your dad. I’m just saying—”

      “I get it,” I tell her. “And I agree. They shouldn’t still be there. He should’ve let them go at noon.”

      Maybe I should talk to my dad about that, but I know he won’t listen. He thinks the limits put on college athletes are unnecessary and make the team weaker.

      “So did you have fun at the party last night?” Avery asks.

      “I felt old,” Lucy jokes. “But yeah, it was fun.”

      “You’re only 24,” I remind her. “You make it sound like you’re 80.”

      “Did you meet anyone?” Avery asks Lucy. “I saw you talking to Zane.”

      She shudders. “Ugh. Don’t get me started on him.”

      “They knew each other as kids,” I explain. “He used to tease her.”

      “It was more than teasing,” Lucy says. “And he won’t even say he’s sorry.”

      “So you’re from Boston?” Avery asks.

      “Needham, a suburb of Boston. My brother was good friends with Zane until he transferred to a private high school. My brother didn’t stay in touch with him so I had no idea he went here.” Lucy glances at me, then back at Avery. “So did you talk to Eli last night?”

      “Yeah. Why? What do you mean?”

      “I was just wondering if he said anything about Paige.”

      “Would you stop trying to set us up?” I say to Lucy. “It’s not happening.”

      “He didn’t say anything.” Avery smiles at me. “But he couldn’t take his eyes off of you, especially when you were talking to other guys.”

      “We don’t need to talk about this,” I say, getting up to take my bowl to the kitchen. “Nothing can happen with Eli so it’s silly to even discuss it.”

      “She really likes him,” I hear Lucy whisper.

      I turn back to Lucy. “If you keep this up, I’m going to invite Zane over here.”

      “Go ahead,” she says with a shrug. “I’m not afraid of that jerk.”

      “He’s actually really nice,” Avery says. “I’ve never had a problem with him.”

      “You don’t know him like I do.” Lucy finishes her lunch and gets up from the couch. “Let’s go over to my place.” She brings her bowl to the sink. “Let Paige have her apartment back.”

      “You don’t have to leave,” I tell her.

      “All my PT stuff is in the apartment.” She walks over to Avery. “You ready?”

      They leave and go next door. I’m not sure what to do with the rest of my day. Back home I had friends to go out with, but here I don’t know anyone but my dad and Lucy. And Eli, but he doesn’t count since my dad won’t let us be friends.

      Lucy is right. I can’t keep letting my dad control my life. I just don’t know how to tell him that without hurting him.
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      I knock a couple times on the door to my dad’s office. “I’m here.”

      “Come on in,” my dad says.

      Practice ran late, so instead of meeting up at his house, he wanted me to come to his office. I walk in there and see him standing at the whiteboard, drawing out a play.

      “Dad, I thought you were done.”

      “Just give me a minute.” He takes a step back, staring at the board and mumbling something.

      If he needed more time, he should’ve told me so I could’ve waited at home. I sit down and get out my phone and scroll through my texts.

      “Coach Boyd?”

      My head jerks up when I hear his voice. I turn back and see Eli at the door.

      “Quiet, Tate!” my dad barks, his back to Eli. “I’m trying to think.”

      My dad calls everyone on the team by their last name. I doubt he even knows anyone’s first name.

      “Do you want me to—”

      “Just sit down and shut up,” my dad says. “I’ll get to you in a minute.”

      Eli walks into the room and sits down in the chair next to mine. He glances at me, then quickly glances away, like he’s afraid to look at me. I can’t help but look at him. He’s wearing a white muscle shirt that fits tight to his chest, the chest I had my hands all over yesterday on the trail. He has such a great body. I could hardly control myself when he took his shirt off. If he hadn’t stopped us after we kissed, I would’ve had sex with him right there in the woods, which is something I never in a million years would’ve even considered until that moment. It just shows what Eli does to me.

      “To hell with it,” my dad says, startling me from my thoughts. He throws his marker on the floor. “I’ll figure it out later.” He turns around and sees Eli next to me. He looks back and forth between us, his brows drawing together. “You two know each other?”

      Why would he ask that? Can he sense the attraction between Eli and me? I hope not.

      “How could we know each other?” I ask, like it’s a silly question. “I just moved here.”

      “Yes, I suppose you’re right,” he mumbles.

      “You want me to leave so you can talk to Eli?” I ask.

      My dad eyes me, his head cocked. “How did you know his name?”

      “Um, I remember seeing it on the team roster.”

      He winks at me. “You got a good memory, kid. You get that from your mom.” He yanks his chair back from the desk and sits down. “So, Tate, what was going on with you at practice today?”

      Eli shrugs. “Nothing. I just messed up the play.”

      I stand up. “I’ll leave so you two can—”

      “Paige, sit down. This isn’t going to take long.”

      I lower back to my seat.

      My dad leans toward Eli. “We got a game next Saturday.”

      “I know,” Eli says.

      “Do you think you can play like this on Saturday and your team’s going to be okay with it?”

      Eli glances at me, looking embarrassed. “No.” He clears his throat. “I’ll do better next week.”

      “You really believe that, Tate? Because you’ve been screwing up a lot lately.”

      Eli stares down at the desk, not wanting to make eye contact with my dad. “It’s not like I’m trying to screw up. It was just a mistake. And it was at the end of practice. We’d been going for hours.”

      “Is that complaining I hear?” my dad says. “Because I don’t put up with whiners. You should know that by now, Tate.”

      “I wasn’t complaining. I just meant that—” He stops, his eyes rising up to look at my dad. “I’ll work harder. Get better.”

      “I’m counting on it.” My dad sits back in his chair, smiling a little. “I think we know who’s getting the award this week.”

      Eli looks back at him, not saying anything.

      “Coach,” a guy says, appearing at the door. “Sorry to interrupt, but there’s a guy asking to see you out on the field. Something about the equipment needing to be put away.”

      “Not this again,” my dad grumbles as he gets up from his chair. “I’ll be right back.”

      When he’s gone, I turn to Eli. “Hi, again. We keep running into each other.”

      “We shouldn’t talk,” he whispers, not looking at me. “He could come back any minute.”

      “We’re allowed to talk. He knows we’re in here together.”

      Eli still won’t look at me. “I can’t believe he’s doing this in front of you. It’s even worse than when he does it in front of the whole team.”

      “I’m sorry he talked to you that way. It’s not right.”

      “It’s just how he is. You know that. You know it better than anyone.”

      “It doesn’t make it right. I’ll talk to him. Tell him to stop being so hard on you guys.”

      “No. Don’t.” Eli finally looks at me. “It’ll just make things worse for us. And he’s not going to listen to you. He does what he wants.” Eli pauses. “So what time did you leave last night?”

      “I think around eleven. Why?”

      “I just wondered. I was looking for you but couldn’t find you.”

      “Why were you looking for me?” I ask, smiling a little.

      “I wanted to say goodbye.”

      “Oh. Sorry, I should’ve found you before I left.”

      He glances back at the door. “So what are you doing here?”

      “I’m supposed to be having dinner with my dad, but he wasn’t done with work so he asked me to meet him here.”

      “You’re spending Saturday night with your dad?” Eli asks, sounding surprised.

      “He asked me to, and I didn’t have any other plans. What are you doing tonight?”

      “Going over to Wes’ house. He and Avery are having some people over. All couples, except for me.” He rolls his eyes. “I’m sick of being the only single one in the group, but that’s just how it is. It seems like everyone has a girlfriend.”

      “Why don’t you?”

      He shrugs. “Why start something when I’m leaving soon?”

      “Soon? You have two more years of school.”

      “Yeah, so I date a girl for two years and then leave? What’s the point? Besides, I don’t have time for a girlfriend.”

      “That’s settled,” my dad says as he comes back into the room. He sits down at his desk. “Where were we?”

      “Dad, we should get going,” I say. “I’m starving, and we still have to cook the steaks.”

      He lets out a sigh. “Yeah, fine.” He points at me. “You should thank her. I was going to go off on you for another ten minutes.”

      “Thanks,” Eli mutters. He gets up from his chair and leaves.

      “I’ll meet you at the house,” I tell my dad.

      “I’ll leave in a few minutes. I just gotta lock up.”

      On my way out, I pass Eli and Wes coming out of the locker room.

      “Hey, Paige,” Wes says, giving me a wave.

      “Hi, Wes.” I smile at him. “See ya, Eli.”

      He gives me a nod, but doesn’t say anything.

      Is this how it’s going to be now? He’s going to barely speak to me, or just ignore me?

      When I get to my dad’s house, I use my key to go inside. The place is a mess. He’s got socks on the floor, a basket of laundry on the couch, dirty dishes on the coffee table. He better not expect me to clean this up. I did when I lived with him, but I’m not doing it now. He needs to learn to pick up after himself.

      “You start the grill yet?” he asks, getting home a few minutes later.

      “No, you can do it. I don’t like messing with the grill.”

      “You’re just like your mother,” he says with a laugh. “She wouldn’t get near it. Thought she’d catch her hair on fire.”

      He brings up Mom all the time, which concerns me. She’s been gone for years, but he talks about her constantly. I know he misses her, and I do too, but talking about her keeps him from moving on. A woman asked him out last year, but he wouldn’t even consider having dinner with her. He said he’s still in love with my mom and can’t ever see himself being with someone else.

      A half hour later, the steaks are done, along with the potatoes I made. We eat at the small table in the dining room. The house came furnished, but all the furniture is old and beat up. There aren’t many windows in the house so it feels really dark and depressing. I’m glad I don’t live here.

      “How is it?” my dad asks as I bite into the steak.

      “It’s good.”

      “Your mom always said I undercooked steak. Remember how I’d take it off the grill and she’d microwave hers until it was like shoe leather?”

      “Yeah, I remember,” I say, wishing we could make it through a meal without talking about her. It’s not that I don’t want to talk about her, but all the time is too much. It makes me sad.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, chewing on his steak. “Something seems off with you today.”

      “I’m just tired.”

      “Did you go out last night?”

      “I went out to dinner with Lucy.” I leave out the part about the guys we met and the party we went to later. I don’t like having to lie to my dad, but I feel like I have to. If I tell him the truth, he’ll tell me I shouldn’t be doing whatever I’m doing. He still thinks I’m a teenager who shouldn’t date and should be home by nine.

      “I’m tired too. It was a long day, being out in that hot sun.”

      “I’m sure it was even worse for the players, having to run around the field for that many hours.”

      “They’re boys. They can handle it.”

      “I think you push them too hard.” I glance at my dad across the table, knowing my comment is going to anger him, but it needs to be said.

      “Is that what he told you?”

      “Who?”

      “Tate. When you were alone with him in my office. Did he tell you to say that?”

      “No. Of course not. We didn’t even talk.”

      “Then why are you bringing this up?”

      I try to come up with a reason. “Lucy was saying that injuries go up when athletes are pushed too hard.”

      “What the hell does Lucy know?”

      “She’s a physical therapist. She works with athletes who are injured.”

      “They get hurt because they’re weak. Working hard makes you stronger. That’s why I keep those boys on the field for hours. And if they’re not playing football, what else are they gonna do? Sit around drinking beer? Chasing girls?”

      “They’re students. They have classes. They have to study.”

      “They get time for all that.”

      “What about that award thing you do? Is that really necessary?”

      “Least Improved Player?” He laughs. “Giving that out is my favorite part of the week.”

      “It’s mean. If a guy doesn’t play well, he already feels bad enough. You don’t have to make him feel worse by calling out his mistakes and making a big deal out of it in front of the team.”

      My dad rests his fork on his plate and eyes me from across the table. “Where is this coming from? Why are you suddenly so concerned about some boys you don’t even know?”

      “Because I don’t want history repeating itself. You got in trouble for this at your last school. Do you want it happening here too?”

      “I didn’t get in trouble,” he scoffs. “I got talked to. That’s different. And the athletic director there was one of those bleeding hearts that thinks everyone should sit around and talk about their feelings. He didn’t understand what it takes to make a strong team.”

      “Yelling and putting people down doesn’t make a strong team either.”

      “That’s enough,” he says, scolding me like he did when I was a child. “Don’t be telling me how to do my job. Just stay out of it.”

      We don’t talk for the rest of dinner. When we’re done, I help him clear the table and clean up the kitchen.

      “I’m gonna head out,” I say, after everything’s done.

      “You don’t want to stay? It’s not even eight. We could watch a movie.”

      “You watch one without me. I need to get home. I still haven’t unpacked everything.”

      It’s not true, but I needed an excuse to leave. I’m still upset that he wouldn’t even consider being nicer to the team. Treating them the way he does isn’t going to make them play better. Before my mom died, he was nice to his players and they still won games.

      “Hey, before you go,” my dad says. “I want to talk to you about your mom’s birthday.”

      Every year since her death, my dad insists on doing something for my mom’s birthday. We go to her favorite restaurant or watch her favorite movies. It’s different every year and he always wants me to help him plan it. He thinks I like celebrating her birthday, but I don’t. It just makes me miss her more. I’d rather just let the day go by and not think about it, but my dad won’t let me.

      “Dad, could we talk about this later?”

      “We don’t have time. It’s in a few weeks. We gotta plan when to drive there. Her birthday’s on Monday so I was thinking we head to Philly on Sunday and then maybe go to the grave Monday morning.”

      “I have class. I can’t be gone during the week.”

      “You can miss class for your mother’s birthday.”

      “I can’t. It’s not just class I’d be missing. It’s also my teaching assistant job. I teach lab on Monday.”

      “Paige, where are your priorities?” he says, raising his voice. “You’re more worried about your job and school than celebrating your mother’s birthday?”

      “Dad, she’s gone,” I say, tears welling up in my eyes. I can’t cry. I need to stay strong. “She’s not here to celebrate her birthday.”

      “Which is why we’re doing it for her. It’s why we go to her favorite places. Play her favorite songs.”

      “But she doesn’t know we’re doing it. And I…” I swallow past the lump in my throat. “I don’t like doing it.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? Of course you do! She was your mother.”

      “Yes, but I don’t like doing this every year. It makes me sad. It makes me miss her more.”

      “So what are you saying?” He throws his hands up. “You’re just going to forget her? Forget she even existed?”

      “No! Dad, that’s not what I’m saying!”

      “I’m ashamed of you, Paige.” He points to the door. “Go! Get out of here! And don’t come back until you can respect your mother and honor her memory!”

      I run out of the house, tears streaming down my face. This is why I never speak up. Why I can’t tell him how I feel. He doesn’t listen. He’s always right and I’m always wrong. It wasn’t that way when Mom was alive. He didn’t always agree with me, but he’d at least listen to me. Now he won’t, and I don’t understand it. Where’s the dad I grew up with? How do I get him back?

      I get in my car and take off. I don’t feel like going home to my empty apartment so I drive around, trying not to think about the fight I just had with my dad. But it’s all I can think about and soon I’m crying so hard I have to pull over. It’s a residential area and I park on the street. I turn off the car and let the tears fall, hoping a good cry will make me feel better.

      I’m searching the car for a tissue when someone knocks on my window, startling me.

      “Paige?” I hear someone say, his voice muffled by the glass.

      I turn and see Eli bent down to my window.

      What is he doing here? How did he find me?
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      When I passed the small white car, I didn’t know it belonged to Paige. So when I saw it on the street just now, I didn’t think anything of it. People in this neighborhood park on the street all the time.

      There was a stop sign up ahead, and as I slowed down, I glanced in the rearview mirror and saw a girl in the white car. She was crying. Sobbing. Instead of continuing down the street, something told me to wait. So I did, and when the girl lifted her head, I saw it was Paige. I immediately turned around, went back to where she was, and parked behind her. She was still crying when I went up to her car.

      “Eli, what are you doing here?” she asks, lowering her window. She wipes the tears from her face.

      “I was on my way to Wes’ house and saw you sitting here.” I lean down more so I can get a better look at her. Her eyes and nose are red, like she’s been crying for a long time. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.” She sniffles and puts on a fake smile. “I just heard a really sad song on the radio and it got to me.”

      “Paige, c’mon,” I say, knowing she’s lying. “What happened?”

      “Really, Eli. It was nothing.” She laughs a little. “Sometimes songs really affect me. I’ll see you later. Have fun at the party!” She raises her window.

      “Wait!” I try her door and find it’s unlocked.

      “What are you doing?” she asks as I open the door.

      “Making you talk to me.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about.” She sniffles. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine. You don’t cry that hard when you’re fine. And don’t give me that shit about this being about a song. Tell me what happened.”

      She shakes her head. “I can’t. Eli, please just go. I promise you, I’m fine.”

      “Get up,” I say, taking a step back. “Get out of the car.”

      “Why?”

      “Would you just do it?” I glance down the street. “Before this car drives by and hits me?”

      “There’s a car coming?” She jumps out, grabs my arm, and pulls me to the sidewalk. “I don’t see a car,” she says, letting go of my arm.

      “It must’ve turned.”

      There was nobody coming. I just said that so she’d get out of the car.

      “You scared me,” she says, sounding out of breath. “I thought you were going to get hit.” She scowls at me. “Why were you standing in the street like that? It’s dangerous.”

      “Why are you worried about me?” I smile a little. “You barely know me.”

      “I don’t like seeing people get hurt, especially if I can prevent it.” She looks down, and I notice a tear sliding down her cheek.

      “Paige, what’s wrong? Why were you crying?”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      I step up to her and put my arms around her. Her body is stiff at first, but relaxes as I pull her closer. I hear her quietly crying and feel her body relax even more, her head resting on my chest.

      “You want to talk about it?”

      She sniffles and looks up at me. “You should go. You need to get to your party.”

      “It’s not a party. It’s just some friends hanging out. And I see them all the time. I don’t need to be there.”

      “Yeah, but you had plans. I don’t want to keep you from—”

      “You’re not keeping me from anything. If I wanted to go, I would. But I want to be here. Now tell me what’s going on.”

      She moves back and wipes her face. “I had a fight with my dad. A really bad one. So bad he told me to leave. He’s never done that before.”

      “What was the fight about?”

      She looks around for somewhere to sit, then goes to the curb and sits down between the front of my truck and the back of her car. I sit beside her and wait for her to tell me more.

      “My mom’s birthday is coming up. We always do something for it. Like go to her favorite restaurant or watch her favorite movie. We usually go to her grave in the morning and sometimes we’ll go again at night. It’s an all-day thing. We’ve been doing it for years.” Paige gets quiet and stares down at the road.

      “And now you don’t want to do it anymore.” I pause. “Or maybe you never did.”

      Her eyes shoot to mine. “How did you know that?”

      “I just thought maybe that’s what you were fighting about. You told your dad you don’t like doing it and he got mad.”

      “Basically, yeah. I said I wanted to skip this year. It’s a Monday and I have class. He could still celebrate her birthday without me, but he wants me to be there too. I told him it makes me sad and makes me miss her more, but it’s like he didn’t even hear me. He just started yelling at me, telling me I was putting school before my mom and that I wasn’t respecting her or her memory.” Paige wipes more tears from her face. “I felt awful. I know how much he misses her, and all he’s asking for is one day. I was being selfish. If I’d just agreed to it, we wouldn’t be fighting right now.”

      “Hey.” I put my arm around her. “You have a right to say no. Just because he wants to do something that day doesn’t mean you have to. Everyone feels differently about stuff like that. If it’s hard for you to celebrate your mom’s birthday, you shouldn’t have to. Your dad shouldn’t make you.”

      “It’s just that he’s always so sad, and doing this seems to make him happy.”

      “But it doesn’t make you happy.”

      “Which I tried to explain to him, but he wouldn’t listen. He got mad and kicked me out of his house.” She breaks down crying.

      “He shouldn’t have done that.” I pull her closer and run my hand up and down her arm. “But it has nothing to do with you. You know that, right?”

      She gazes up at me. “It has everything to do with me. I upset him instead of just going along with what he wanted. Why did I fight with him about it? It’s just one day. And it’s important to him.”

      “Paige, this isn’t about you. It’s about him not dealing with the loss of your mom. Not letting himself move on.”

      “He’ll never move on.” Paige rests her head on my shoulder, gazing down at the street. “She was the love of his life. They met in college and were together all those years. Until she died.”

      “How did she—” I stop myself, thinking it’s not a good time to ask. But ever since Paige told me her mom died, I’ve wondered how it happened. Was it an accident? An illness?

      “It was cancer,” Paige says, answering my question. “When they found it, it was too late. She only had a few months left.”

      It’s another thing we have in common. Finding out your parent has cancer. Except my dad didn’t die. He’s fine now. They caught it early. He got treatment. He’s been healthy for five years. If the cancer was coming back, it would’ve by now.

      I almost tell Paige about my dad, but then decide not to. I know this is stupid, but I feel like if I tell someone my dad had cancer but is fine now, the cancer will come back. So nobody here knows. Not even Colton or Theo, my two closest friends.

      “I’m really sorry,” I say to Paige. “About your mom, but also about your dad.”

      She nods. “I’m sure we’ll get past it. He’s just never been that angry with me before. It really got to me.”

      “Is there anything I can do to make you feel better?”

      She looks up at me, no longer crying, a slight smile on her face. “You already did. Just being here. Talking to me. It really helped.”

      “And you told me to go away. Aren’t you glad I didn’t listen to you?”

      “I didn’t want to dump all this on you. And I didn’t want you knowing about my dad. He doesn’t tell people what happened to my mom. Most people just assume he’s divorced.”

      “Yeah, that’s what everyone on the team thought.”

      She stands up, brushing the dirt off her jeans. “I should go. Let you go be with your friends.”

      “Aren’t we friends?” I ask, getting up.

      “I don’t think we decided that. Actually, I think we decided to stay away from each other.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” I look back at my truck, trying to figure out what to do. I could go to Wes’ house like I’d planned, or stay with Paige. I hate the idea of her sitting alone in her apartment, feeling sad about the fight she had with her dad. “Why don’t we go do something?”

      “You’re supposed to be at Wes’ house.”

      “They’ll survive without me.” I get out my phone and text Wes. “It’s done.” I hold up my phone. “I told Wes I can’t make it. So what do you want to do?”

      “Um, I don’t know. This wasn’t what I planned. I thought I’d just go back to my apartment.”

      “That sounds really boring, especially on a Saturday night.”

      She laughs. “It does, doesn’t it?”

      “Let’s go drop your car off, then we’ll figure out what to do.”

      As I’m following her back to her apartment, Wes calls.

      “Hey, what happened?” Wes says when I answer. “You’re really not coming over?”

      “I decided to do something else.”

      “Does this something involve a girl?”

      “Maybe,” I say in a tone that says it’s definitely about a girl. But I’m not going to tell him who. He’ll assume it’s some random girl who just wants to hook up.

      “Then I guess we’ll see you tomorrow,” Wes says.

      “Yeah, see ya.”

      If he knew I was with Paige, he’d be telling me to stay away from her before this becomes more serious, before I start having feelings for her. But I already have feelings for her. I had them the night we met. I just kept telling myself to ignore them and hoped they’d go away.

      We’re at Paige’s apartment now and I suddenly panic, thinking her dad might show up to apologize for kicking her out of his house. I can’t believe he did that. The guy is such an ass. I hated him before, but knowing he hurt Paige, I hate him even more. Maybe now that I know what happened to his wife, I should cut him some slack. Her death messed him up and it sounds like he’s struggling, but that doesn’t mean he gets to take it out on Paige, or on the team.

      “I should’ve changed,” Paige says as she hops into my truck. “I could run up to my apartment. It wouldn’t take long.”

      “You don’t need to change,” I say, driving out of the lot. “You look great.”

      “You keep saying that when I look my absolute worst,” she says with a laugh.

      “What are you talking about? You always look gorgeous. You’ve never looked bad.”

      “Even when I was crying my eyes out? My face all red and puffy?”

      “Yes.” I reach over for her hand and smile at her. “Even then.”

      “You might need to have your vision checked,” she jokes.

      “I have perfect vision. Everyone in my family does.”

      “I don’t. I can’t see a thing without my contacts in. So where are we going?”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “No, I had dinner at my dad’s house.” She pauses. “Before he kicked me out.”

      “He was just angry. He’ll get over it.”

      “Let’s not talk about it. I don’t want to spend the rest of the night upset about it.”

      “So no to dinner,” I say.

      “Did you eat?”

      “No, I was going to have dinner at Wes’ house.”

      “Oh, then let’s go to a restaurant.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. You need to eat to feed all those muscles.”

      I glance at her. “You seem to like those.”

      “What?”

      “My muscles. You couldn’t stop touching them when we were in the woods.”

      “Because you had your shirt off. They were right there. I couldn’t help myself.”

      I smile. “I managed to do it.”

      “Do what?”

      “Not touch you.”

      “You touched me.”

      “Barely. I was holding back. Trying to be a gentleman.”

      “I think it was more about my dad being your coach.”

      “Well, yeah, that was part of it.”

      “If he wasn’t your coach, and we were just two people who met, do you think we’d go out?”

      “Hell yeah. I would’ve asked you out as soon as I saw you at the bookstore. I wanted to call and ask you out the day after the wedding, but I didn’t think I should. I didn’t want to start something that wasn’t going to go anywhere. But if you’d told me you were going to school here in the fall, I definitely would’ve asked you out.”

      “But I lived in Philly all summer.”

      “I would’ve driven down there to see you. It’s not that far.”

      “When did you find out my dad was your coach?”

      “A few weeks ago. He showed your picture to the whole team and told us to stay away from you.” I glance at her. “He’s really protective of you. I’m surprised he lets you date at all.”

      “He doesn’t get to decide that. I didn’t introduce him to Tyler until after we’d been dating for three months. He didn’t like him at first, but Tyler said whatever he thought my dad wanted to hear and my dad eventually started to like him.”

      “So the guy lied to impress your father.”

      “He didn’t lie.” She pauses. “Well, maybe he did a little, but it wasn’t anything serious. He was just trying to win over my dad.”

      “Did your dad want you to marry him?”

      “I don’t know. He didn’t really say much when I told him Tyler proposed, but I think he would’ve reacted differently if I’d told him Tyler and I got engaged.” She points to a restaurant that’s just up ahead. “Let’s go to that place. Lucy tried it and said it was good.”

      We spend a couple hours at the restaurant, but it doesn’t feel that long. When Paige and I are talking, I lose track of time. It happened the night of the wedding too. Everyone was leaving the reception and I realized we’d been talking for hours. The staff asked us to leave so they could clean up. That’s when I invited Paige back to my room and our talking turned into kissing and spending the night together.

      After we leave the restaurant, I take Paige back to her apartment.

      “I’d ask you to come up,” Paige says, “but it’s probably not a good idea.”

      “Yeah, probably not.”

      We had a great night. I’d love to keep it going, but if I went up to her apartment, we both know what would happen. The chemistry between us is undeniable, and every time we’re together, it seems to get stronger.

      “Thanks for tonight.” She smiles. “I feel a lot better.”

      “I’m glad. I’ll see ya, Paige.”

      I wait until she’s safely inside the building, then take off, relieved I made it out of there. I was really close to getting out of my truck and racing after her, but I wouldn’t let myself do it.

      I already broke the promise I made to stay away from her, but when I saw her crying in her car, I couldn’t just drive by and do nothing.

      But tonight was it. The last time we’ll hang out. Starting Monday, we’ll both be busy with school and I’ll have football practice and my job at the lab. I won’t even have time to think about her.
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      The first day of a new semester is always the worst. Everyone’s racing around, trying to find what classroom to go to. The professors pretend they want to know everyone and make you say your name and something about yourself. And the weather’s still hot enough that you’re sweating, walking around campus.

      Since I took classes all summer, it’s an easier transition for me than for people who had the summer off, but I only took one class at a time. Now I’ll have four, plus my job, workouts, and football practice.

      “Does all of that make sense?” Professor Dyer asks.

      “Yeah, I think I got it.”

      “If you’re confused about anything, just ask. There’s always someone here who can help if I’m not around. But I’m sure you’ll do fine. You’ve taken this class before so you know what to do.”

      This is the first day of my job in the biology lab. I had biology freshman year. It was an easy class, but I don’t really remember the experiments we did. I’m sure they’ll come back to me when I set everything up. My job is to get all the equipment and supplies and set them up at each station. They used to have the students do it themselves, but it took too much of the lab time and people weren’t finishing the experiments. So this year, they decided to hire people to set up the labs. It’s an easy job and only a few hours a week.

      “Any questions?” Professor Dyer asks.

      “I think I’m good.”

      “Great! Then I’ll let you get started.” He takes off, leaving me alone in the lab.

      It’s two in the afternoon and I’m exhausted. I was up at five to work out, then had classes all morning. After work, I have to go straight to football practice and be out in the heat for hours.

      Checking the instruction sheet for today’s lab, I head to the supply room to get started. I gather the test tubes first since I’m going to need a lot of them. I put them on a cart and wheel it out to the lab. By the time I get to the first station, I’ve already forgotten how many test tubes each person needs.

      My mind isn’t working today. It’s either because I’m tired or because I keep getting distracted by thoughts of Paige. I wanted to call her yesterday and check on her, but didn’t think I should. I can’t tell myself I’m going to stay away from her and then call her. I already messed up by taking her out Saturday night. But it’s not like I planned that. I didn’t expect to find her crying in her car on my way to Wes’ house.

      Wes told the guys I was with a girl Saturday night so yesterday they were all asking me who it was. I didn’t tell them. I let them believe it was a one-time thing and I wouldn’t be seeing her again. It’s kind of the truth. Going out with Paige was a one-time thing and I don’t plan to see her again, other than passing her on campus.

      I’m setting up the microscopes when I hear someone coming into the room.

      “Eli?”

      I turn back and see Paige heading toward me, wearing a white lab coat and glasses with thick, black frames. It’s my fucking fantasy come true. A hot girl with glasses always turns me on. Add in a lab coat? Even better. It’s sexy because you think she’s all stuffy and serious, then she whips off the glasses, yanks off the lab coat, and becomes this wild sex goddess you never saw coming. Or maybe that’s just me. I have that fantasy all the time.

      “Paige.” I turn to her. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m teaching the lab.”

      “The biology lab?”

      “Yes. Remember I told you I was working for a professor this semester?”

      “Yeah, but you didn’t say you were teaching biology lab.”

      “I thought I did. I’m helping with the class and teaching the lab.” She glances at the station I’m working on. “So you’re the one setting everything up?”

      “Yeah, I’m only here a few hours a week.”

      “Huh. So we’ll be working together.”

      “Not really. I’ll be leaving after I set up. Do you usually get here this early? Lab’s not for a couple hours.”

      “I come early to grade papers.” She points to the office in the back. “I’ll be working back there.”

      While I’m working here, just a few feet away. Why is this happening? Why do we keep finding ourselves in the same place? Out of all the labs, this just happens to be the one she’s teaching? The one I’ve been assigned to set up?

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt,” she says, pushing up her glasses. “I’ll let you get back to work.”

      She walks past me, leaving behind a trail of her perfume. I love that scent, whatever it is. And I love those glasses on her.

      This is bad. She can’t be here while I’m working. How am I supposed to concentrate?

      She’s in the office now, but I keep finding myself looking through the glass, staring at her. She catches me and I quickly look away and start measuring out the reagent for today’s experiment.

      “Did you need something?” Paige asks, coming out of her office.

      “No, I’m good,” I tell her.

      “You were looking at me like you had a question.”

      “I was just looking at your glasses. I’m not used to seeing you in those.”

      “Oh.” She pushes them up. “Yeah, I wear them sometimes. The contacts dry out my eyes so I alternate between wearing those and the glasses.”

      “I like the glasses. They look really good on you.”

      They make me want to rip off that lab coat, shove up that skirt you’re wearing, and take you right here in the lab. Of course, I don’t say that, but I’m thinking it, imagining it.

      “I think they make me look nerdy,” she says with a laugh. “But they don’t dry out my eyes.”

      I walk up to her. “I like the nerdy look. I’m kind of a nerd myself.”

      “No, you’re not. You play football. You’re popular. And you have all those muscles.” She smiles. “You’re not even close to being a nerd.”

      “I read a lot,” I say, trying to prove my point. “I study more than any guy on the team. And I watch science documentaries.”

      “That doesn’t make you a nerd. It makes you smart. And interesting. And—well, never mind. I shouldn’t be saying that.”

      “Saying what?” I step closer to her, which I know I shouldn’t do, but seeing her in those glasses, I’m drawn to her in a way I can’t describe.

      “I was going to say hot.” She stands up straighter. “But that would be inappropriate, so forget I said it. I should get back to work.” She adjusts her glasses, which draws my attention to them.

      “You can’t keep doing that,” I say as she walks into the office.

      She turns around. “Doing what?”

      I go into the office. “Messing with your glasses.”

      “It’s because I’m not used to wearing them. I’ve been wearing my contacts for over a week now.” She takes off the glasses, shakes out her hair, and puts them back on.

      “Holy shit,” I mutter.

      “What?” she asks, having no idea what she’s doing to me.

      “What you did just now. You can’t do that again. Not here.”

      “Do what? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I’m working.” I glance down at my jeans. “I can’t be walking around like this.”

      She covers her mouth and laughs when she sees the bulge in the front of my jeans. “I didn’t do that.”

      “Then how do you think it happened? You’re the only one here.”

      She points to herself. “I’m not even dressed nice. And I’m wearing glasses.”

      “Yeah. Exactly.” I lower my voice. “I have a thing for girls with glasses, especially girls that look like you. Add in the lab coat and, well… this happens.” I motion to my crotch.

      “It’s looking good out here, Eli,” I hear Professor Dyer say. “I’m pleased with your progress.”

      “Shit,” I mutter, glancing back at the professor as he inspects the lab stations. “I can’t go out there like this.”

      “Here.” Paige reaches behind the door and hands me a rubber apron, which is used to protect your clothes from chemicals. “Put this on.”

      I throw it over my head and tie it as I walk out to the lab. “I just need to put the reagents out.”

      “I see that.” Professor Dyer walks up to me, looking confused when he sees my apron. “Worried about spills?”

      “Yeah, I didn’t want to risk it. This is a new shirt.”

      He points to the office. “I assume you met Paige?”

      “Um, yes, we were just talking.”

      “She’s Coach Boyd’s daughter, but she probably already told you that.”

      “Actually, Coach did. He told us a few weeks ago that she’d be going here.”

      “She’s a very smart girl. We’re lucky to have her.” He looks at her in the office. “Paige, could you come out here?”

      She leaves the office and walks over to us, smiling at Professor Dyer. “Did you need something?”

      “Eli said you two already met, but I just want to make it clear that he’s here for whatever you need.”

      I immediately think of her sexual needs. Paige must too, because her cheeks blushed when he said it.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” she says.

      “He can do more than just set up the lab. He’s here for an hour and a half, and as you can see, he works quickly, so if you have other things you’d like him to do, I’m sure he’d be happy to help. Isn’t that right, Eli?”

      “Absolutely,” I say, my mind imagining all the things I’d be happy to help her with, none of which involve the biology lab.

      He smiles at us. “It sounds like you two will make a great team!” He looks at me. “Speaking of teams, good luck at the game this weekend.”

      “Thanks. I’m looking forward to it.”

      He grips my shoulder and says to Paige, “Eli is one of our best students and he’s a fast learner. I’ll think you’ll enjoy working with him this semester.”

      “I’m sure I will,” Paige says, smiling at me.

      “Well, I’ll let you two get back to work.”

      When he’s gone, I take off the apron. “He looked at me like I was crazy for wearing this.”

      Paige glances at my jeans. “Looks like you’re good now.”

      “Yeah, we’ll see how long it lasts.”

      She steps up to me, smiling. “He said I get to use you for whatever I need.”

      Just hearing her say that in her sexy voice gets me going again.

      “I’ll just leave this on,” I say, putting the apron back.

      She laughs. “I’ll be in the office.”

      “Hey.” I hold on to her arm. “Are you okay? I was going to call you yesterday to check on you, but didn’t think I should.”

      “I’m feeling better, but I still haven’t talked to my dad.”

      “He hasn’t tried to call you?”

      She shakes her head. “He won’t. He’ll wait for me to reach out.”

      That’s messed up. Her dad is the one who yelled at her and kicked her out. He should be the one calling her and apologizing.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I might call him tonight. Or maybe I’ll stop by. How late is practice?”

      “It should be done by six, but he’ll probably keep us there later than that.”

      “Could you text me when it’s done?”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      “Thanks, Eli.” She pauses. “And thanks for being there for me on Saturday. It really meant a lot to me.”

      “You don’t have to thank me. I couldn’t just leave you there, crying in your car.”

      “You’re a great guy. Some girl’s going to be really lucky to have you.”

      I don’t want some other girl. I want Paige.
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      “How was your first day?” Lucy asks, coming into my apartment with the food we ordered.

      “Exhausting,” I say with a sigh. “Mondays are rough. I have my hardest classes and then I have to teach the biology lab.”

      “Here’s yours.” She gives me one of the burritos from the sack.

      “What do I owe you?”

      “It’s on me. You can get the next one.”

      We each grab a soda from the fridge and take our food to the couch.

      “Is the lab all freshmen?” she asks, unwrapping her burrito.

      “Freshmen and sophomore. Some of them look like they could still be in high school.”

      “I know, right? I was working with this soccer player today who looked like she was thirteen. Or maybe fourteen. Either way, she didn’t look old enough to be in college.”

      “So do you think you’ll like the internship?”

      “I love it so far, but it’s only been a day. It’s too early to tell. But I think treating athletes is what I want to do. I like their energy. They really want to work to get better and get back to doing what they love.”

      “You’ll only be working with the women’s teams, right?”

      “Yeah. The men’s athletic department didn’t have any openings.” She opens her soda bottle. “Why are you smiling?”

      “I was just thinking how funny it’d be if you had to work with Zane.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I’d quit before I let that happen. I don’t want to be anywhere near him.” She picks up her soda bottle and takes a drink.

      “Oh, you’ll never believe who they assigned to set up my lab.”

      She stares at me, eating her burrito and waiting for me to tell her.

      “It’s Eli. I couldn’t believe it when I walked into the lab and there he was.”

      “And?” She wipes her mouth with a napkin. “Did anything happen?”

      “No, we were at work. Even if we weren’t, nothing would happen. I told you, we’re staying away from each other.”

      “Yeah, that’s why you were with him Friday afternoon and Saturday night.”

      I smile. “Okay, I get your point, but that’s not going to continue. I’ll see him at the lab a few times a week and that’ll be it. We’re both really busy now that classes have started. We won’t have time to hang out. And we can’t. Eli won’t risk my dad finding out.”

      “That’s too bad.” She grabs her soda from the table. “You two have major chemistry. I could feel it when you were with him at the party.”

      “We do have chemistry, but we can’t act on it.”

      “So nothing happened at the lab today?” She smiles. “Not even a little flirting?”

      “There might’ve been some flirting.” I take a bite of my burrito so she won’t ask me to tell her more.

      But as expected, she does. “So what did he say?”

      “It was nothing, really. He just made a comment about my glasses. Apparently, he has a thing for girls with glasses.”

      She nods, smiling. “The whole naughty librarian thing?”

      “More like naughty science nerd. I was wearing my lab coat, which he also seemed to like.”

      I’m getting hot as I think about how Eli was looking at me. The hunger in his eyes, like he wanted to eat me up. I grab my water bottle and take a drink, hoping the cold liquid will cool me down.

      “Feeling a little warm, Paige?”

      “What?”

      She laughs. “You two should just do it. It’s obvious you want to.”

      “We are not having sex. We’re not even supposed to talk to each other.”

      “But you’ll have to if you’re working together.”

      “We’ll figure it out.”

      “You don’t have to date him. Just have sex so you can stop obsessing over each other.”

      “I’m not obsessing over Eli.”

      “I’m just saying, not doing it is just going to make it harder to be around him. So maybe do it and get it over with so you can both move on.”

      “Get it over with? That sounds sexy.”

      “You know what I mean. Ask Eli what he thinks of the idea,” she says with a smile. “I bet he’d be all for it.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure he would. Or maybe not. He’s too afraid of my father finding out.” I check the time. “Speaking of my dad, I was thinking of going to see him.”

      Last night, Lucy came over and I told her what happened with my dad. She agreed with Eli that my dad should make the first move and apologize, but I know he won’t do it. He’s really stubborn. When he thinks he’s right, he doesn’t back down.

      “What are you going to say to him?” Lucy asks.

      “That I’ll celebrate my mom’s birthday with him. He shouldn’t have to be alone on that day, and agreeing to do this will end our fight.”

      “You shouldn’t do something you don’t want to do just because of your dad.”

      “It’s just one day. I’ll miss class and have to a find a sub for my lab, but it’s worth it to make my dad happy.”

      “If you say so,” she mutters.

      I look at her. “You don’t think I should do it.”

      She shrugs. “I wouldn’t, but I’m not you. It just feels really one-sided. I mean, your dad’s not the only one who lost someone. You lost your mom. When you were still in high school. That’s a huge loss. And if making a big deal out of her birthday is hard for you, why can’t your dad understand that and respect that you don’t want to do it?”

      “He just doesn’t think that way.”

      “Then he’s selfish. I’m sorry to say that, but it’s true. He can’t only think of himself. You both lost her. And you shouldn’t have to ignore your own feelings to make your dad feel better.”

      My phone chimes with a text. I pick it up and see a text from Eli saying practice is over.

      “Football practice just ended,” I tell Lucy. “My dad should be home soon. I’m going to go talk to him.”

      “Good luck.” She crumples up her burrito wrapper and gets up. “Let me know how it goes.”

      “I will. Thanks for dinner.”

      She leaves, and I go to the kitchen and put what’s left of my burrito in the fridge.

      My phone rings. It’s Eli calling.

      “Hey,” I answer, surprised he’s calling after we agreed not to contact each other.

      “Did you see my text?”

      “Yeah, I just got it.”

      “Are you going to go talk to him?”

      “Yeah, I want to end this. I don’t like fighting with him.”

      “He was in kind of a weird mood tonight.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He seemed tired. And he only yelled at us a few times, which is unusual.”

      “Maybe he didn’t sleep well last night. I didn’t either. I was up worrying about what to say to him.”

      “It shouldn’t be that way, Paige. He’s your dad. You shouldn’t be scared to talk to him.”

      “I didn’t use to be, but he’s changed. He’s always so angry now.”

      “You sure you want to talk to him tonight? You could wait.”

      “No, I want to get it over with.” I grab my keys from the counter. “Thanks, Eli, for calling.”

      “Sure. And hey, I know we said we wouldn’t talk, but if you need to after you talk to your dad, I’m here for you, okay?”

      “Okay.” I nod, then realize he can’t see me. “Bye, Eli.”

      When I get to my dad’s house, I see him going inside. He must’ve got here right before I did.

      I go up to the door and ring the bell, feeling like I shouldn’t just walk in. After he kicked me out, I feel like I need his permission to go inside.

      He appears at the door. “Paige,” he says, sounding surprised.

      “Hey, Dad.” My heart’s already beating fast. “Can we talk?”

      He opens the door and steps aside to let me in. Eli was right. My dad looks tired. He’s moving slowly and has bags under his eyes.

      “What’s this about?” he asks, going to his recliner to sit down.

      I take a seat on the couch. “I’m here to end this fight we’re having.”

      “It’s not a fight.” He stares at the TV, which isn’t turned on. “It’s a disagreement.”

      “Dad, you kicked me out of the house. I’d say that’s more than a disagreement.”

      “I asked you to leave because we weren’t getting anywhere. We were just talking in circles.”

      “That isn’t what happened. You made me leave because I didn’t want to celebrate Mom’s birthday.”

      He doesn’t say anything, his gaze still on the blank TV screen.

      “I’ve decided I’ll do it. I’ll celebrate her birthday with you. But I want you to know that I’m doing it for you, not for Mom. She would never want me doing something that made me sad or made me miss her more. She’d want her birthday to be a happy day, not a day spent being sad that she’s gone. But I know doing this is important to you so we’ll go to her favorite restaurant. Go to the cemetery. We’ll do what we always do. Or you can pick something new. However you want to celebrate it.”

      He doesn’t respond. I wait, thinking he’ll eventually talk, but he doesn’t. So after a few minutes, I get up from the couch.

      “I’m gonna go.” I walk up to him. “I’ll see you later, Dad.”

      He still doesn’t say anything, so I leave and go out to my car. I wait a moment, thinking maybe he’ll come out and tell me goodbye, but he doesn’t, which for some reason hurts more than when he kicked me out.

      Why didn’t he say anything? I gave him what he wanted. Does his silence mean we’re still fighting?

      When I’m back at my apartment building, I almost stop over at Lucy’s, but instead go into my apartment and call Eli.

      “Paige, how it’d go?” he asks, with so much care and concern it warms my heart.

      “Not good. I told him I’d celebrate her birthday with him and he didn’t say anything. He just sat there, staring at the TV, which wasn’t even on.”

      “I don’t get it. This is what he wanted.”

      “I think he’s mad because I told him how I felt. I wanted him to know this isn’t what I want. I told him that the night of our fight, but I don’t think he was listening so I told him again. And I told him Mom wouldn’t want me doing this if it made me sad. I’m sure he didn’t want to hear that, but it’s the truth. If you’d met my mom, you’d know she wouldn’t want this for me.”

      “What was she like? Or do you not like talking about her?”

      “I can talk about her.”

      We’re on the phone for almost an hour. Eli would’ve listened to me for longer than that, but I didn’t want to take up his night. He had a long day and still has to study. But it was really sweet of him to ask about my mom. And to ask how I’m doing. How I’m feeling.

      He’s a really good friend. But if I told my dad that, he wouldn’t care. He’d still tell Eli to stay away from me. Sometimes I wonder if my dad even wants me to be happy, or if he wants me to be as miserable as him.
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      Hearing Paige tell me about her mom last night, I can’t figure out why her mom married a guy like Coach. He’s so angry all the time and never has anything good to say. Everything is negative. Even when the team is playing well, he finds something we did wrong.

      Paige said her mom was warm and kind and always tried to find the positive in every situation. Listening to her talk, I could tell how much Paige admired and respected her. So I get why she was so upset when her dad said she was disrespecting her mom by not wanting to celebrate her birthday. It wasn’t a matter of respect. Her dad was just saying that to guilt her into doing what he wanted.

      According to Paige, her dad was completely different when her mom was alive. She said he used to listen to her and to the guys on his team. Now he doesn’t listen to anyone. She said he used to smile and laugh, and even make silly dad jokes, but that it all ended when her mom died. I can’t imagine Coach making jokes, and the only time he smiles or laughs is when he’s making fun of us. When Paige describes what he used to be like, it almost sounds like she’s talking about someone else.

      My phone rings as I’m stuffing my books in my backpack. It’s my brother calling, which immediately sends off alarm signals in my head because he’s supposed to be at school.

      “Hey, Jack, what’s going on?” I answer, my heart beating faster.

      “I just had a question.” His voice sounds normal, not panicked in any way, so maybe this isn’t something serious.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s about Dad.”

      My heart was starting to slow down, but now it’s speeding up again.

      “What about him?”

      “He went to the doctor last week and Mom and him are there now. At another appointment. Is that bad? Should I be worried?”

      “What kind of appointment? What was it for? Did they say?”

      “Mom just said it was for his checkup, but after what happened I always think that maybe…” He doesn’t finish the thought because he doesn’t want to say it, or even think it might be true.

      “I’m sure it’s just a checkup like Mom said,” I say, trying to reassure him. I’m freaking out, but I don’t want Jack to. He’s only 14. He’s still a kid. I don’t want him worrying about this if it’s nothing. “When someone goes through what Dad did, they have to get checked more often than other people.”

      “Because it could come back, right?”

      “It can, but that doesn’t mean it will.”

      “This guy in my class said his uncle had it and it went away and everyone thought he was fine, but then it came back and he died.” Jack’s talking faster and getting out of breath. He’s really worried, but I’m sure Dad’s okay. He has to be. It’s all I want to believe.

      “If that was happening with Dad,” I say to Jack. “Mom would’ve called me.”

      “Not if she doesn’t want you to worry. Last time, they didn’t tell us anything until right before he started treatment.”

      He’s right. If my dad’s cancer is back, my mom would wait to tell me. She and my dad are both that way. They think they have to protect my brother and me from the truth for as long as possible. But I’m not a kid anymore. I don’t want my parents hiding things from me.

      “Jack, why aren’t you at school?” I ask. “It’s after nine.”

      “Late start today. So do you really think Dad’s okay, or are you just saying that so I don’t worry?”

      I could tell him Dad’s fine, but what if he’s not? Jack will stop trusting me to tell him the truth. I’m his big brother and he looks up to me. I don’t want to lie to him.

      “Honestly, Jack, I don’t know if Dad’s okay. Last time I talked to him, he sounded fine. He didn’t mention going to any appointments, which probably means they’re just routine checkups.”

      It’s not a lie. It’s totally possible that’s all they are, so I’m not going to make Jack worry for no reason.

      “Will you talk to Mom? Ask her what’s going on?”

      “I’ll wait until they’re here for the game this weekend. I’ll talk to both of them.”

      “I don’t think we’re coming to the game.”

      “Of course you’re coming. It’s the first game of the season. You guys always come to the first game.”

      My family lives in Maine. It’s a five-hour drive, longer with traffic, so they don’t come to all my games. They usually come to four or five, early in the season before the weather gets bad.

      “You can ask Mom,” Jack says. “But I overheard her telling Dad we shouldn’t go. She said it’s too far of a drive when he’s not feeling well.”

      My dad would have to feel really sick to miss my game. Why haven’t my parents told me this? I need to call them.

      “When will they be home?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. They didn’t say.”

      Checking the time again, I realize I need to hurry up or I’ll miss class.

      “Jack, I need to go. I have class, but I could call you when it’s done.”

      “I won’t be here. The bus is picking me up at ten.”

      “Then we’ll talk later, okay? Try not to worry about this. I’m sure Dad’s fine.”

      “Yeah, okay. Bye.”

      I go to my biochemistry class but don’t hear anything the professor says, my mind going back and forth between worrying about my dad and worrying about Paige. I wish I could talk to her, not just about her own situation but mine too. I’ve never wanted to tell anyone about my dad, but I kind of want to tell Paige. She’s been through this with her mom. She’d understand what I’m feeling right now.

      “Eli!” Theo yells as I leave the science building. He’s coming toward me, a big grin on his face. He smiles like that a lot now that he has Darcy. I don’t know if it’s because of all the sex they have or because he’s just head-over-heels in love. It’s probably both.

      “Hey.” I walk up to him. “Did you just get out of class?”

      “No, I was with Darcy at the coffee place. Ella’s working the morning shift.”

      “Does she still go running on the trail at the park?”

      “Yeah, but only if she has someone to go with, and with the season starting, Colton doesn’t have time to go with her.”

      “Would she go with Paige?”

      “Paige? You mean Coach’s daughter?”

      “Yeah, she likes to run and she really liked that trail. I told her maybe Ella would run with her sometime. I know they don’t know each other, but I think they’d get along.”

      “I could ask her. I’m sure she’d say yes. She’d rather run on the trail than around campus.”

      “If she’s up for it, let me know. I’ll tell Paige.” I pause, rethinking that. “Actually, I’ll just give you her number and the two of them can set something up.”

      “Are you and Paige not talking?” Theo asks.

      “We only talk when we have to. Did you hear she’s teaching the biology lab?”

      “Yeah, Colton told me. He said she was there yesterday when you were working.” Theo laughs. “So much for staying away from her.”

      “It’s not like we have to work together. She’ll be in the office grading papers and I’ll be in the lab.”

      “Something could still happen.”

      “It won’t. We can’t risk getting caught.”

      “Coach isn’t going to show up at the science lab. He doesn’t even go in that building. He has no reason to.”

      “Paige is the reason. He could be in there looking for her.”

      Theo shakes his head. “This is stupid. Coach won’t let her date someone on the team, but she can date any other guy on campus?”

      I stare at him. “You realize you just described what you did to Ella last summer. Saying she couldn’t date Colton? Or any guy on the team?”

      “That’s different. Ella’s my sister and Colton’s my best friend.”

      “It’s not different. You’re just not seeing it.”

      “Whatever,” he says, sounding annoyed that I’m right. “So you want to have lunch? I don’t have time to go home so I’m eating on campus.”

      “I’m gonna pass. I need to call home.”

      His smile drops. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I just want to see if my parents are coming this weekend.”

      “They always come to the first game.”

      “They might not this year.” I don’t want to explain why so I turn the focus back on him. “What about your parents?”

      “They’ll be there. They’re coming down Friday and spending the night. Curt’s coming Saturday.”

      “Curt’s coming? That’s great.”

      Theo shrugs. “Yeah, I guess.”

      “You don’t want him at the game?”

      “I do. I just worry about my mom. She’s been doing good. I don’t want her seeing Curt and going back to how she was.”

      Theo’s mom is a recovering alcoholic. She’s gone months without a drink, but he’s always worried it won’t last.

      “Are they sitting together?” I ask.

      “No, Curt won’t be anywhere near them.”

      “Then I’m sure your mom will be fine.”

      “She keeps telling me that, but you know how it is. You want to believe things are good, but part of you always worries something will happen to take it all away.”

      That’s exactly how I feel, but I’m not telling Theo that. I’m not telling him, or anyone, about my dad. I’m just going to keep believing he’s fine and hope that I’m right.

      “I gotta eat.” He rubs his stomach. “I’ve already had two meals today and I’m still starving. That workout this morning was brutal.”

      “It’s going to be that way all week. Coach is determined to push us as hard as he can.”

      “You sure you don’t want to eat?” Theo asks.

      “Not now. You go ahead.”

      Given how hard I worked out this morning, I really should eat, but I’m not hungry. That phone call from Jack took away my appetite.

      I can’t put this off. I need to talk to my parents. I need to know what’s going on.
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      It’s almost eleven. My parents should be home by now. I’d prefer to call them from my house, but I don’t have time to go there and make it back in time for my next class. So I go into the science building to the study room that nobody ever uses. It’s quiet and nobody will bother me here.

      “Eli?” my mom answers, sounding concerned. “Are you okay? You’re not hurt, are you?”

      She’s always worried I’ll get hurt playing football. When some guy tackles me on the field, she has to look away. She was hoping Jack wouldn’t play football, but he started even younger than me. He saw me playing and wanted to be like his big brother.

      “Mom, I’m fine. I’m calling to ask about Dad.”

      She pauses. “What about him?”

      “Jack called and said Dad was at the doctor. Is there something you need to tell me?”

      “No, honey, he’s fine. They’re just running some tests. You know how he has to go back to be checked.”

      “So that’s all it was? Just scans?”

      “And blood work. Just like last time.”

      “When do you get the results?”

      “We don’t know yet. Probably next week sometime. When did Jack call you?”

      “This morning. He was worried.”

      “Your dad was just going in for some tests. It’s nothing Jack needs to worry about.”

      “Is Dad feeling okay?”

      “He’s more tired than usual, but I think it’s because he’s been working a lot.”

      My dad’s an electrician. His father was too, and my uncle. I’m the first in our family to go to college.

      “Jack said you might not come to the game this weekend.”

      She sighs. “I’m sorry, honey. I was going to call you tonight and tell you we won’t be able to make it. If your dad’s coming down with something, I don’t want him being around all those people.”

      “You said he was tired, not sick.”

      “He hasn’t had much of an appetite. That’s usually a sign he’s coming down with something.”

      Or a sign that his cancer is back.

      “Honey, I need to go. Maybe we can talk later.”

      “Yeah. Bye, Mom.”

      I end the call and set my phone on the table. I’m trying not to worry, but I’m getting a bad feeling about this. My dad wouldn’t miss my first game unless he really wasn’t feeling well. Maybe I’m reading too much into it. Maybe my mom is right and he’s coming down with a cold or the flu. It’s that time of year, when people get sick.

      The door to the room swings open. I think I must be dreaming when I see Paige standing there. I’ve been thinking about her since I woke up this morning, disappointed I wouldn’t see her since there’s no biology lab today.

      She stops before coming in. “Sorry. I didn’t know anyone was in here.”

      “You can have it.” I get up. “I was just leaving.”

      “Are you sure? There’s room for both of us.” She comes in and sets her backpack on the table. “I promise I’ll be quiet so you can study. I was just going to do some reading before class.”

      “I wasn’t studying. I had to make a phone call.”

      “Is everything okay? You look upset.”

      I shrug. “It’s nothing.”

      “Eli.” She puts her hand on my arm. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “I don’t know what’s wrong. That’s the problem.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I hesitate, part of me wanting to tell her, the other part not wanting to. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      She nods and takes her hand off my arm.

      “Did you hear anything from your dad?” I ask, slinging my backpack over my shoulder.

      “No,” she says with a sigh. “Not even a text. How was he this morning?”

      “Back to his usual self. Yelling at us. Telling us to work harder. We shouldn’t be pushing ourselves this much in the gym right before a game, but he wouldn’t listen if we told him that. Oh, and as expected, he gave me the least improved player award again.” I roll my eyes.

      “Sorry about that. I could ask him to stop doing it, but like you said, he won’t listen, even to me.”

      “I don’t really care anymore. I’ve gotten that award so many times, it’s meaningless now.”

      She smiles a little. “That’s one way to look at it.”

      My eyes fixate on her smile and I notice myself feeling better. Just having her here has improved my mood. She has this lightness about her that seems to make everything brighter and lessen the heaviness in the air. I feel like I can breathe again, when just moments ago I felt like there was a weight on my chest.

      “I changed my mind.” I drop my backpack on the table. “I think I’ll stay.”

      “Great!” Paige sits down at the table and takes out a book.

      I sit down beside her, knowing I’ll get zero studying done with Paige this close to me. But at least I’ll relax, which is exactly what I need right now. I’m not even worried about being caught with her. The door is closed, and I’ve never once in two years seen anyone use this room.

      “Did you need something?” Paige asks, after I’ve been staring at her for ten minutes. I was turned toward her, pretending to read a book, but she caught on to what I was doing.

      “No. I’m just reading.”

      “Liar.” She shuts her book and turns to me. “Can I say something I probably shouldn’t?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “I’ve been thinking about you way too much.”

      I set my book down. “What’s too much?”

      “Well, let’s see.” She looks up to the side. “When I wake up. Before I go to bed. And most of the time in between.”

      “Huh. That’s a lot.”

      “It really is,” she says, dramatically. “It’s starting to be a real problem.”

      “Sounds serious.”

      “Very. And I can’t seem to make it stop.” She pauses, her eyes on mine. “Since you’re almost a doctor, any ideas on how to cure this?”

      “I’m not even close to being a doctor.” I lean closer to her. “And as for a cure, if I had one, I would’ve used it by now because I’ve got the same damn problem.”

      “So what are we going to do about it?”

      The way she said it, her voice low and seductive, leaves me unable to answer her, at least with words. So I answer with my mouth, pressing my lips against hers as I slide my hand under her soft, silky hair. I turn toward her more and deepen the kiss, knowing I shouldn’t be doing this but unable to stop. I assumed Paige would stop us, but instead she lifts up from her chair and sits on my lap, her arms going around my neck. The feel of her ass pressed down on my crotch, her tongue tangling with mine, makes my cock hard. I know she can feel it, but I don’t care. She knows what she does to me.

      She turns so she’s straddling me, and I grab her backside and pull her closer until she’s pressed against me. Our kisses become faster, more urgent, as she circles her hips over me, making me forget all my problems, my focus only on her.

      “Oh, sorry!” I hear someone say.

      Paige jumps off of me and smiles at someone behind me. “Did you need the room?”

      I turn back and see a scrawny kid with bad acne and wire-rimmed glasses standing at the door.

      “I’m, um, looking for Professor Anton’s office,” the kid says, pushing up his glasses, his face red, his eyes looking everywhere but at us.

      “It’s down the hall,” Paige says, pointing to the right. “Three doors down.”

      “Okay, thanks.” He leaves, shutting the door behind him.

      “That was awkward,” Paige says, straightening her shirt. “He’s in my biology lab. A freshman. I think his name is Todd.”

      “You think he’ll tell anyone about us?” I ask, realizing how risky it was for us to do that here, where anyone could walk in and catch us.

      “He wouldn’t say anything,” Paige says. “He doesn’t even know you.”

      “He knows me from the football team, or he will after this week’s game.”

      She shakes her head. “I wouldn’t worry about it. He looked really embarrassed. I think he’d rather forget it than tell people about it.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” I shove my chair back. “I should go. I have class soon.”

      It’s actually not for a half hour, but I’m worried if I stay here, things will happen that shouldn’t.

      Paige’s phone chimes with a text. She races to check it, then sighs.

      “Were you hoping it was your dad?”

      “Yes, but it’s not.”

      “It’s a big week with the game coming up,” I say, trying to explain his behavior so Paige will feel better. “Maybe he’s too preoccupied with that to deal with whatever’s going on with you and him.”

      “You’re probably right,” she says, putting her phone away. She looks at me, smiling a little. “I guess we got a little carried away just now. For a moment, I forgot where we were.”

      “So did I. That seems to happen when we’re together.”

      That’s why we shouldn’t be here. Alone. Tempting ourselves. I need to get out of this room, away from Paige, before we continue where we left off.

      Getting up from the chair, I grab my backpack, quickly shoving my book in it and zipping it up.

      “I’ll see you later,” Paige says as I go to the door.

      “Yeah, see ya.”

      I leave the room and head down the hall.

      “Tate!” a deep voice grunts.

      Looking up, I see Coach in front of me, his head held high, shoulders back, an angry scowl on his face. Why is he in the science building? In the middle of the day?

      “Coach Boyd,” I say, hoping I don’t sound as nervous as I feel. “What are you doing here?”

      “Looking for Paige. My daughter. You seen her?”

      “Um, no. I haven’t. Maybe she’s in class?” I say, trying to appear as clueless as possible about Paige’s location.

      “I suppose she could be,” he grumbles.

      “Have you tried calling her? Or texting her?”

      “I need to speak to her in person,” he says, going past me.

      There’s no goodbye or see you at practice. He just leaves.

      He could’ve caught us. If Coach had gotten here a few minutes earlier and opened the door to the study room, he would’ve caught me with Paige. He would’ve seen her on my lap. Seen us kissing.

      I need to be more careful. I need to stay away from Paige. The problem is, I can’t seem to make myself do it.
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      “Dad,” I say, seeing him in the hall as I come out of the study room.

      “You got class now?” he asks, walking up to me.

      “No, it’s not for an hour. What are you doing here?”

      “I thought we could talk.”

      “Now?” I ask, glancing at the hallway filled with students rushing to class. “Why don’t we do this later? Somewhere more private?”

      “I don’t have time later. I’ve got a lot to do before the game this weekend.”

      Everything’s about football. It’s become his whole life since my mom died. He took time off when she got sick so he could care for her, then after she died, he went back to coaching. He worked for a few years, then quit, saying he was retiring early. I think he was forced to leave. He’d never admit that, but I know he’d been reprimanded several times by his boss and I’m guessing it was because of his anger issues, which developed after my mom died.

      When he stopped working, he spent all day at home, sitting in front of the TV for hours, watching footage of old games, or current ones during the season. He became obsessed with football. It seemed to be the only thing that kept his mind off my mom. I was his other obsession. He wanted to do everything with me.

      “Um, I guess we could talk in here,” I say, opening the door to the room I just came from. The room where just moments ago I was kissing Eli. I have a feeling we would’ve done more than that if Todd hadn’t showed up.

      Oh, God, what if my dad had walked in instead of Todd? I can’t even imagine how angry he’d be, mostly at Eli. With me, he’d be disappointed, saying I know better than to get involved with one of his players.

      “We need to hurry this up,” he says, going past me into the room. “I need to get back to my office.”

      I join him in the room and shut the door, worried about what he’s going to say. I remain standing, too anxious to sit. “What do you want to talk about?”

      My dad stands in front of me, his large, muscular arms folded over his chest. “I thought about what you said. About not wanting to take part in your mother’s birthday.”

      “Dad, I told you I’d—”

      “I know you told me you’d go. But I don’t want you doing it. I don’t want you agreeing to this out of obligation. I’ll honor your decision to not celebrate her birthday this year, but I don’t understand it. And I don’t have to like it. So don’t be expecting me to smile and be okay with it.” He rubs his jaw. “You’re changing, Paige, and I can’t say it’s for the better.”

      His words slice through me like a cold, jagged knife, the anger and bitterness in his tone tearing me apart.

      “Dad, I haven’t changed,” I say, blinking back tears. “I’m just growing up. We can get along without having to agree on everything.”

      “Maybe on some topics, but not your mother. You were everything to her. She wanted only the best for you. And this is how you honor her memory? By forgetting her?”

      “I’m not forgetting her. I told you I’d go back to Philly with you for her birthday. I already talked to my professor about finding someone to cover my lab that day.”

      “I don’t want you going with me. It feels wrong now that I know why you’re doing it. I’d rather be alone than have you there, just going through the motions, not even caring about the significance of that day.”

      “Dad, of course I care. I’m just not—”

      “That’s enough! I don’t need to hear anymore.” He walks to the door. “Have a nice day.”

      He yanks open the door and leaves. I remain in the room, feeling hurt and alone, like the only family I had left has abandoned me. I don’t know why he’s being this way. Why he won’t listen or even try to understand my side of things.

      For the rest of the day, I try to figure out how to fix things with my dad. I wish I could talk to Eli. He’s the only person who’s able to make me feel better about my dad, maybe because he knows what he’s like, how cruel he can be.

      At five, I get back to my apartment, disappointed that Lucy isn’t around. She’s out having dinner with the other physical therapists. I really need someone to talk to, or even just hang out with so my mind stops fixating on this problem with my dad.

      It’s been a long day and I don’t feel like making dinner so I collapse on the couch and watch TV. I fall asleep and wake up to my phone ringing.

      I see who’s calling and find myself smiling as I answer.

      “This is a surprise,” I say, since Eli’s the last person I expected would call. “Aren’t you at practice?”

      “It’s after seven. I just got home.”

      “Oh,” I say, noticing the time. “I didn’t know it was that late. I got home and fell asleep. I haven’t even had dinner.”

      “I won’t keep you. I’m just calling to ask if you saw your dad today. I ran into him at the science building. He was looking for you.”

      “He found me. In the room you’d just left.”

      “Paige, he could’ve caught us,” Eli says, sounding concerned. “If he’d been there just a few minutes sooner—”

      “I know, but he didn’t catch us. Everything’s fine.”

      “So what happened? Did you guys make up?”

      “No,” I say with a sigh. “I think things are worse now.”

      I explain what happened, what my dad said and how he left.

      “I’m sorry it didn’t go how you’d hoped,” Eli says. “So what happens now?”

      “I think I’ll leave him alone the rest of the week. His mind is on Saturday’s game. It’s not a good time to talk to him.”

      “Sounds like there’s never a good time.”

      “It’s getting to be that way. He’s never been much of a talker, but he’d at least listen. Now he won’t even do that.” I check the time and see we’ve been on the phone for almost an hour. “I should let you go. This is your only time to study.”

      “Yeah, I just called to check on you. Make sure you’re okay.”

      “That’s really sweet. Thanks, Eli.”

      “Try to relax. Maybe watch a movie while you have the pizza.”

      “Pizza?”

      “Talk to you later.”

      He ends the call, leaving me confused about what he meant.

      Someone knocks on my door. I go over to it and look through the peephole and see a pizza delivery guy.

      “Hi,” I say, opening the door. “I think you have the wrong apartment.”

      He checks the receipt, then the number on my door. “This is the right place.” He hands me the box. “Have a good night.”

      “Wait!” I say as he leaves. “I didn’t pay you.”

      “Already taken care of,” he says, continuing down the hall. “The tip too.” He disappears down the stairwell.

      I take the pizza into my apartment and call Eli.

      “Hey, Paige,” he answers.

      “Did you send me a pizza?”

      “Yeah, did you get it?”

      “Just now, but you didn’t have to do that.”

      “I wanted to make sure you had dinner. I knew you wouldn’t make anything this late. I ordered it when we were on the phone.”

      “That was really thoughtful,” I say, my heart warming knowing he spent what little money he has to buy me dinner. I assume he’s not rich since he drives an old truck and has a part-time job. He’s the only guy on the team that has a job.

      “It’s a big pizza,” I say. “There’s no way I can eat it all.”

      “You can have the rest for dinner tomorrow.”

      “Or you could come over and share it with me.”

      “I already ate.”

      “I’m sure you have room for a slice of pizza. You guys eat like six meals a day.”

      “I don’t know, Paige. I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to be over there.”

      “But do you want to come over?”

      He hesitates, then says, “You know I do. It’s just that after what happened earlier, I don’t think we should—”

      “Don’t think. Just go with what feels right.”

      It’s something my mom used to say to me, but I always had a hard time following that advice. I’m more of a thinker than a go-with-your-gut type of person. I’m like my dad that way. My mom was someone who let her feelings guide her. If she felt good about something, she did it. It was as simple as that. I’ve been trying to be more like her that way, which is why I told my dad I didn’t want to do anything for her birthday. Continuing that tradition didn’t feel right, which my mom would say is a sure sign I shouldn’t do it.

      “I’ll be there in a few minutes,” Eli says.

      He said yes? I thought for sure he’d tell me no.

      Racing to my room, I change out of the big, bulky sweater I wore all day and put on a fitted t-shirt. I’m not trying to look good for Eli. I just wanted to change into a clean shirt, or that’s what I’m telling myself. Nothing’s going to happen tonight. We’re just two friends having pizza and watching a movie.

      Minutes later, Eli’s at my door, looking really hot in a pair of dark jeans, a black t-shirt, and leather jacket. The just-two-friends-having-pizza plan suddenly seems less likely as I’m staring at him, remembering the kiss we had earlier and how it ignited a fire inside me.

      “Hey.” I smile at him. “Come on in.”

      He comes inside. “Where’s Lucy tonight?”

      “She went out.”

      He nods, looking around my apartment. “I like it. It’s nice.”

      “Have you ever been in these before?”

      “Yeah, a few times,” he says, taking off his coat.

      “You have friends that live here?”

      “No, it was a girl I went out with. She lived on the first floor.”

      I wonder how many girls he’s been with. Being a football player, I’m sure he’s been with a lot.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” I ask, going to the kitchen.

      “I’ll just take some water.”

      I grab a bottle from the fridge, along with one for myself, and bring it to the couch where Eli is sitting.

      “What do you want to watch?” I ask, handing him the water.

      He shrugs. “I don’t care.”

      “Want some pizza?”

      “I’ll pass. I’m not really hungry.”

      “I’m starving.” I grab a slice and sit back on the couch. “So how was practice?”

      “Bad. He made us run sprints every time we screwed up a play, which to him is every damn time. I’m freaking exhausted. The whole team is. I couldn’t study even if I wanted to. Between being tired and—” He stops suddenly.

      “And what?”

      “Nothing.” He looks down.

      “Eli, what’s going on? You seem upset about something. You seemed that way earlier too. Is it because of my dad? Because of all the pressure he’s putting on the team this week?”

      “No, I’m used to that.”

      “Then what is it?” I finish the slice of pizza and grab a napkin to wipe my hands.

      “It’s about my dad.” He turns to me. “If I tell you this, I need you to keep it between us. I know it sounds stupid, but I feel like if I tell people he’s okay, then he won’t be. Like somehow saying it out loud will make it come back.”

      I think I know what he’s going to say, but I keep quiet and let him continue.

      “My dad got sick a few years ago,” Eli says, staring down out at the floor. “It turned out to be cancer. He kept telling me he’d be fine, but I didn’t believe him. I thought he was going to die. I was a freshman in high school and thought I’d have to take over when he was gone. Like get a job, take care of my mom, my little brother. I was willing to do it, but I was terrified. I wasn’t ready for that kind of responsibility. Anyway, after a year of treatment, he turned out okay and he’s been healthy ever since.”

      “But you’re worried it’ll come back.”

      He nods. “Every damn day I wake up thinking I’ll get that call saying he’s sick again.”

      The way Eli’s been acting makes me think he already got that call, the one he’s been dreading.

      “This morning my brother called,” Eli says. “He said Dad’s been seeing the doctor a lot. So I called my mom, right before you came into the study room today.”

      “And?” I ask, feeling terrible for Eli, knowing how awful it is to go through this. “What did she say?”

      “That they’re just running tests, like it’s just routine and no big deal.”

      “Maybe that’s all it is,” I say, trying to give him hope.

      “I have a feeling it’s more than that. I can’t say for sure. It’s just a feeling.” He shrugs. “I’m probably overreacting but—”

      “You’re not.” I move closer to him. “It’s normal to go to the worst possible outcome. I did the same thing when I went through this with my mom. I told everyone she’d be okay because it’s what people wanted to hear. I didn’t actually believe it, but it felt wrong to say that out loud, like I wasn’t giving her a chance.”

      “Yeah, exactly. That’s one of the reasons I won’t talk about it with anyone. I don’t want to have to put on a smile and pretend he’ll be fine when I don’t actually believe it.”

      “And you think if you tell people he’s better that it’ll come back.”

      “Yeah. I know it’s stupid, or superstitious or whatever, but it’s where I’m at right now. It’s how I deal with it.”

      “I get it. If my mom had gotten better, I would’ve felt the same way.”

      “Really?” He looks at me. “I thought I was the only one who felt that way. I mean, it’s not like me telling people he’s better is going to make it come back. That doesn’t even make sense.”

      “It doesn’t have to. You’re desperate to do anything that might keep it from coming back, even if it’s not logical. I get it.” I pause. “So nobody knows this? None of your friends?”

      “Nobody here knows but you. And I only told you because you’ve been through this. You know what it’s like, and because, well, you’re easy to talk to.”

      “I’m always here if you want to talk, but I think talking to your friends would help too. I get why you’re scared to. I really do. But keeping this from your friends is just making you feel more alone. I can tell those guys care about you. The team is like a family. They’d be there for you if you let them.”

      “I know they would. I just don’t feel like talking about it. I don’t want them feeling sorry for me or telling me everything will work out. Saying that shit doesn’t help. It almost makes me feel worse.”

      “Then tell them that. People don’t know what to say with something like this. Tell them what you need, what would help.”

      “I don’t need anything. I just need my dad to be okay.”

      “Of course, but having your friends know this could help. Having them to talk to, to support you, especially if...” I decide not to say it, knowing it’s the last thing Eli wants to hear.

      “If it’s back, then yeah, I’ll tell them. I’ll have to. I’ll have to explain why I keep going home.” He looks down, then back up at me. “Do you think I should be worried? Do you think my dad’s sick again?”

      “I really can’t say. Going through it with my mom, I worried after every test, but I think that’s normal. Even if the doctors tell you it’s just routine, you still worry.” I put my hand over his. “I’m sorry you’re going through this, but I’m here for you, for whatever you need. You just need to tell me.”

      “I’d like to take you up on that, but I’m not even supposed to be talking to you.”

      “We can talk. My dad doesn’t have to know. I was thinking about this today, when we almost got caught, and I realized I don’t need to listen to him. He can’t tell me who to be friends with.”

      “That’s true for you, but not me. I can’t risk him finding out about us.”

      “Why? What are you so worried about? So what if my father finds out? What’s he going to do?”

      “He could take away my scholarship.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that, and I realized he doesn’t have that kind of power. The people above him would have to approve it, and there’s no way they’d kick you off the team for being friends with, or even dating, the coach’s daughter. There would have to be something in your contract that stated it’s against the rules, which there isn’t.”

      “Is that really true?” Eli asks. “Do you know that for sure?”

      “Anything’s possible, but I know that a coach can’t kick you off his team for dating his daughter. And my father’s not even the permanent coach. He doesn’t have the power and influence that a regular coach would have.”

      “You’re right.” Eli smiles a little. “He can’t kick me off the team. Why was I even thinking that?”

      “Because he probably told you that would happen, or maybe you just assumed it would. Either way, it’s not true. He can’t kick you off the team.”

      “So you’re saying we could be together.”

      “Well, yeah, if I agreed to it.”

      He laughs a little. “What would it take for you to agree to it?”

      I pause, pretending to consider it. “I think you’d need to kiss me.”
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      Eli takes my hand and pulls me toward him. I easily give in, sliding up next to him on the couch. He wraps his hands around my face and presses his lips to mine. The soft feel of his lips and the way he kisses me instantly arouses me. It’s how I ended up in his bed the night of the wedding. It all started with a kiss.

      I’d never done that before. I’d always waited weeks before becoming intimate with a guy, sometimes months. But with Eli, I didn’t want to wait. I didn’t think I’d ever see him again, and after feeling so much passion from just a kiss, I had to know how it’d feel if we did more.

      I wasn’t disappointed, not by a long shot. It was the best sex I’d ever had. I told myself it was the excitement of it all, the rush I got being with someone I’d only known for a few hours. But was that all it was? Or was it being with Eli? Did I know, even back then, that there was something special between us?

      Judging from what I’m feeling now, the tingles running through me as Eli’s hand slides under my shirt and his tongue tangles with mine, I’m thinking it was Eli making me feel that way.

      He has my shirt off now and I’m on his lap. His hands are gripping my waist as he kisses my chest. I reach around and unhook my bra, taking it off and tossing it aside. Eli’s gaze lowers to my breasts and I hear him moan under his breath. He has the same look he did the night of the wedding, like he wants to take me, devour me, make me his. It arouses me even more.

      I reach down to his belt, hurrying to undo it.

      “Not here,” he says, stopping me. “Let’s go to your room.”

      Getting up, I take his hand and lead him back to my bedroom.

      We’re barely past the door when he turns me around and kisses me, urgently, like he couldn’t wait the second longer it would’ve taken for us to get to the bed. He undoes my jeans and tugs them down to my thighs, then slides his hand under my panties, circling his fingers over my clit, making me moan in pleasure. I rub my hand over his crotch, feeling the outline of his cock, imagining it inside me.

      “You’re so damn hot,” Eli whispers in my ear before dropping to his knees. He yanks my jeans down to my ankles and takes them off. Then he lowers my panties down my legs. I step out of them and feel his hands gripping my thighs, then his mouth between my legs, his tongue flicking over my most sensitive spot.

      My eyes fall shut as he pleasures me, his hand joining in the action, his fingers plunging inside me. My body’s tingling, the tension building to what will soon be an explosion of pleasure. But I don’t want that yet. It’s too soon.

      “Let’s go to the bed,” I whisper, pulling away.

      “Now?” Eli looks up at me. The light in the room is dim, but I can make out the sexy grin on his face. “I’m not finished.”

      “You would’ve been if I’d let you keep going,” I say, backing up to the bed.

      “That fast, huh?” he says, sounding surprised.

      “It’s been a long time since we’ve done this,” I say, pulling back the covers. “And I’ve thought about it more than I want to admit.”

      “I’ve thought about it every damn day since we left the hotel,” he says, yanking off his clothes. He joins me on the bed, pulling me next to him. “I’ve missed you, Paige.” He kisses the side of my neck. “I can’t believe you’re actually here.”

      “I missed you too.” My chest arches up as his mouth goes to my breast. His tongue circles over my nipple, then he sucks it into his mouth.

      “Oh God,” I pant, my breaths getting faster as the feeling rises up again, that pleasurable buildup for what’s to come.

      His hand moves over my skin, his touch making every part of my body come alive. I’m loving every second of it. I wasn’t kidding when I told him how much I’ve thought about this, fantasized about it, imagined what it’d be like to be with him again.

      He moves so his body is over mine. I feel his cock settle between my legs, the tip of it rubbing back and forth over my slick center, teasing me, driving me wild with desire. My body’s on fire, my heart beating fast, anticipating what’s next, but then he stops suddenly and sits up.

      “Shit,” he mutters.

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t have anything.”

      “Check my nightstand.”

      He yanks open the drawer and fumbles around in it. I think I tossed some condoms in there, but what if I didn’t? We can’t stop now! Not when we’re this far along.

      “Found one,” he says, using his teeth to tear open the wrapper. He quickly slides it on, and I sigh in relief as I feel his warm, muscular body lower back over me. He kisses me and I feel just the tip of him slide inside me. Why is he going so slow? What is he waiting for?

      As if he read my mind, he sinks deeper, until I have all of him. It feels amazing, just like the first time, maybe even better. He’s still kissing me as he slowly pulls out, letting me feel every inch of him. My fingers rake down his back as he sinks inside me again. He repeats the pattern, over and over, his movements becoming faster, his kisses more urgent. His lips break from mine and he holds himself up on his hands and thrusts inside me, the force pushing me farther up on the bed.

      The feeling is building, rising, but I’m begging it to slow down. I’m not ready for it to end. Everything he’s doing feels so good I want to keep going.

      “Oh God, yes!” I cry out as pleasure pulses through me, all the way down to my toes.

      Eli pauses just long enough to kiss me, then starts up again, his cock swelling inside me, his breaths getting faster. I gaze at his body, at his muscular chest, his abs, his arms holding himself up.

      “Fuck,” he groans as he comes.

      He pauses a moment, then slides out of me and lies beside me.

      “I didn’t think it could be better than last time,” he says, “but, shit…”

      “I know, right?” I look at him next to me, noticing his silhouette in the dim light of the room, the strong lines of his face. He’s not even 21 yet, but he’s already outgrown the face of his youth and has the more chiseled face of a man. Maybe it’s because of what he’s been through with his father’s illness. They say tragic events age you, or in someone Eli’s age, force you to grow up. I’d have to agree. Watching my mom die, I feel much older than someone my age.

      Eli turns on his side to face me. “What are we doing here?”

      “Resting?” I smile. “That was kind of a workout.”

      “I mean us. What are we going to do?”

      “I think we should date.”

      “How? I still don’t want your dad finding out. Even if he can’t throw me off the team, he can make my life miserable.”

      “Then we won’t let him find out.”

      “How’s that going to work? He’s always checking up on you. Inviting you over.”

      “Not anymore,” I say, feeling sad when I think about that. “He’s barely talked to me since I told him I didn’t want to celebrate my mom’s birthday.”

      “That won’t last. He just needs time to cool off and then things will go back to normal.”

      “I don’t think I want that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I turn to face him. “I don’t want to go back to how things were before. I was doing everything for my dad. Cleaning up after him. Cooking for him. Spending all my time with him. I thought I was helping him, making him feel less sad. But all it’s done is make him more dependent on me. Instead of going out and doing things with people his own age, he’s made me the person he does stuff with, but I can’t do it anymore. I can’t spend every Friday and Saturday night having dinner with him and watching movies. I’ve lost touch with a lot of my friends because all my free time has been spent with my dad.”

      “We should talk about this later. Your dad is the last person I want to be talking about after what we just did.”

      I laugh a little. “You’re right. Let’s talk about something else.”

      “So going back to what you said, about us, do you really want to do this?”

      “Do you?”

      “I do. I’m just worried it won’t end well.”

      “Because it’s only temporary,” I say, knowing we’ll both be graduating in two years.

      “It’s probably too soon to think about that, but yeah, the truth is, we’ll both be out of here in two years. I’ve avoided relationships because of that.”

      “I understand if you don’t want to start something that’s going to end, but I can’t just be friends with you, Eli. I’d like to say I could, but I don’t think it’ll work. We’ve only been around each other a few days and look what happened. Look where we ended up.”

      “I know, and I agree. There’s this pull between us, this attraction, that makes it hard for me to be around you as just a friend. You wouldn’t believe how many times I almost reached for your hand when you were walking beside me. Or how many times I’ve wanted to put my arm around you.”

      “And I find myself expecting you to, like we’re dating even though we’re not. I’ve heard people say when they meet their person, they just know. I never believed it until that night of the wedding.”

      He smiles a little. “Are you saying I’m your person?”

      “I’m saying I felt something between us that night. Something familiar. Like part of me already knew you. I know that doesn’t make sense but—”

      “No, it does. I felt it too. I still do, which is why I can’t seem to stay away from you.” He rests his hand on the side of my face, looking me in the eye. “I say we try this, but we’re careful about it, meaning we don’t let your dad find out.”

      “What about your friends?”

      “Those idiots will know even if I don’t tell them. They always seem to know what’s going on, especially Wes. I swear the guy can read minds. Theo’s clueless, but Darcy, his girlfriend, always picks up on shit. She’ll see me with this big ass grin on my face and be able to tell. Actually, everyone will know if they see me like that. I’m not someone who normally walks around with a smile on my face.”

      “Yes, you’re very serious,” I say in a solemn tone.

      “I am, for the most part.”

      “I’m kidding. You’re really not.” I lean over and kiss him. “You’ve smiled a lot in the short time I’ve known you.”

      “That’s because of you.” He brings me into his arms and kisses my forehead.

      We remain there, not saying anything, and for the first time in a long time, I’m not worrying about school or my dad or what I’m going to do after I graduate. I’m just in the moment, feeling at home in Eli’s arms, like this is where I’m supposed to be.

      “Paige,” I hear Eli whisper. “I gotta go.”

      Realizing I was asleep, I open my eyes and sit up. “What time is it?”

      “Almost midnight. I gotta get home.” Eli gives me a kiss before getting up from the bed. “I have to be up at five to go to the gym.”

      While Eli gets dressed, I go to my closet and find an oversized t-shirt to put on. Eli comes up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist and leaning down to kiss my cheek.

      “I already want you again,” he says in a deep, sexy voice.

      “You could stay.”

      “I really need to sleep. These workouts are killing me and I’m sure practice is gonna run late again tomorrow.”

      I turn to face him. “I’m not going to see you much, am I?”

      “I’ll see you as much as I can. I promise.” He gives me a kiss that’s gentle and sweet, but still gives me tingles.

      We go out to the living room and see the pizza still sitting there. I didn’t have a chance to eat more than a slice. My attention was diverted elsewhere as soon as Eli kissed me. But I’d take what we did in the bedroom any day over pizza.

      “Thanks for dinner,” I say as we stand at the door.

      “You didn’t even eat it.”

      “Because of you.” I smile at him.

      “You’re the one who asked me to kiss you.”

      “That’s right. I did. But I didn’t think it’d go anywhere.”

      “Liar.” He leans down to me. “You knew where it was going to lead. We’ve almost done it twice since you got here. You really thought we could be here alone together without something happening?”

      “Okay, I admit I might’ve wanted it to happen.”

      He puts his hand along the side of my face and kisses me. “Have a good night. I’ll see you later.”

      When he’s gone, I already miss him. I would’ve liked for him to spend the night, but then he wouldn’t have gotten much sleep. He needs his rest with a game coming up this weekend.

      My dad would be furious if he knew Eli was here, and if he knew what we did, he’d be even angrier. But I can’t keep letting my dad tell me what to do. I’ve given in to him for far too long. It’s time I take back control of my life and let myself be happy. And being with Eli is the first step in doing that.
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      “What’s going on with your roommate?” Wes asks Colton as they take a break between sets.

      It’s six in the morning and I just got to the gym. The other guys were already here, working out. I went straight to the treadmill to warm up, and within minutes, I noticed Wes watching me. The guy’s way too observant. He’s the quarterback so maybe that’s part of it. He feels like it’s his duty to always know what’s going on with the team. But damn, it’s annoying, especially now, when I want to just do my workout so I can leave.

      “He didn’t get home until after midnight,” Colton says to Wes.

      “So he’s acting this way because of a girl?” Wes says. “Any idea who?”

      “Nope,” Colton says.

      Theo walks up to them. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re trying to figure out who Eli was with last night,” Colton says. “Any ideas?”

      “Maybe it’s Chelsea. He was talking to her a lot at the party last week.”

      “They’re just friends,” Colton says. “He said he’s not interested in her.”

      “Would you guys stop talking about me?” I yell from the treadmill. “You know I can hear you, right?”

      “Tell us who she is and we’ll leave you alone,” Wes yells back.

      I shut down the treadmill and walk over to them. “I was out late studying. I wasn’t with a girl.” I grab a towel from the stack and wipe my face.

      “The library closes at ten,” Wes says.

      “I didn’t go to the library. I went to the coffee shop near my house. They’re open until midnight.”

      “I don’t buy it.” Wes stares at me, folding his arms over his chest. “You wouldn’t act this way if you’d been studying. This is definitely about a girl.”

      “Acting what way?” I go over to the free weights and grab a set of dumbbells.

      “Like that.” He points to me. “You never lift that much weight for biceps, especially for your first set this early in the morning. And I’ve never seen you run that fast on the treadmill.”

      “I slept well. It gave me more energy. And I have to work harder today. Gotta get in shape for the game on Saturday.”

      “We all do,” Theo says. “But the rest of us are dragging.” He walks up behind me as I continue doing bicep curls. “Wes is right. There’s something up with you. You weren’t like this at yesterday’s workout.”

      “It’s a girl,” Wes says, coming up beside Theo. “It’s gotta be.”

      “Maybe someone from his class,” Colton says, getting on the leg machine.

      “Whoever she is,” Wes says, “he must really like her. I’ve never seen him this pumped up about working out.”

      I set the weights down and turn to Wes. “Why do you always have to be in everyone’s business?”

      He glances at Theo. “What do you think?”

      Theo shrugs. “You probably got it from Avery. She always wants to know what’s going on with people.”

      “There you have it,” Wes says, looking back at me. “It’s Avery’s fault.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s annoying. Both of you need to stop.”

      “He’s not going to tell you anything,” Colton says from the leg machine.

      “What’s with all the chit chat over there?” Coach yells from the other side of the gym.

      “We’re resting between sets,” Wes yells back.

      “We better get on a machine before he comes over here,” Theo mutters.

      Theo and Wes go back to the weight machines while I do another set of bicep curls. In the mirror, I see Coach coming this way. My pulse picks up, thinking he knows about me and Paige. Why else would he be heading straight for me, passing all the other guys he could be harassing?

      “What do we have here?” Coach says, stopping beside me. “Finally decide to put some effort in, Tate?”

      “Just getting myself ready for the game,” I say.

      At least he’s not yelling at me for being with his daughter. I don’t even want to think about what he’d do to me if he found out. The guy has serious anger issues.

      “I’ve never seen you go that heavy on biceps.” He gives me a nod. “Keep it up.”

      He walks off, heading over to Zane at the bench press.

      Keeping my eyes on him, I set the dumbbells down, but miss the rack and almost drop them. Shit, that was close. If I’d dropped the weights, they would’ve broken my foot.

      Looking back at the rack, I carefully set the dumbbells down. I notice Wes staring at me from the weight machine. The guy needs to mind his own business. I’m not ready for him, or anyone, to know about Paige. I’m still trying to convince myself this is the right decision. I know I want to be with her. That’s not the issue. But am I willing to risk what might happen if her dad finds out? That’s what I’m struggling to figure out.

      After my workout, I clean up in the locker room and head out to my truck. I’ll have to eat on campus today. My first class is at nine, leaving no time to go home.

      “Eli!” Wes yells as I open the door to my truck.

      I turn back and see him coming toward me. “I need to go. I have to eat before class.”

      “Yeah, me too. You want to grab something at the dining hall? Avery’s doing the breakfast shift. Did I tell you she’s working there again?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “It’s just for a few hours a week. Let’s head over there.” He starts walking, just assuming I’ll go with him.

      I might as well. I have to eat, and if Avery’s working, maybe Wes will be so focused on his girlfriend that he won’t question me about this mystery girl he’s convinced I’m seeing. He was right that it was a girl making me push harder at the gym. Thinking about Paige and what we did last night had me fired up, my blood pumping faster, my energy level high. I actually felt really good when I was done, instead of exhausted and wanting to sleep.

      “You coming?” Wes yells.

      “Yeah.” I toss my gym bag in the truck and meet up with him on the sidewalk that goes through the middle of campus. “Why is Avery back at the dining hall? I thought with you paying the rent, she didn’t have to work two jobs anymore.”

      “She’s saving up for PT school. She insists on paying for it even though I told her I’d take care of it.”

      “You’d pay for her school?”

      “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I? I have the money. I’d pay for her going here, but she won’t let me.”

      “It’s a lot of money. She probably doesn’t want to take it in case you guys break up. Maybe she thinks you’d make her pay you back.”

      “First of all, I’d never do that, and she knows it. And second, we’re not breaking up. In fact, I’ve already been looking at rings.”

      “Are you serious?”

      He smiles. “You’re surprised by this? You know I love her. And we already live together.”

      “I know, but still, neither of you knows what’s going to happen after you graduate. What if Avery ends up going to PT school in some city where you can’t find a job?”

      “I can always find a job. I’m not worried about that.”

      Talking about this makes me think about Paige and me. If we were still together in two years, would she move with me to wherever I end up for medical school? What if she couldn’t find a job? She wouldn’t be like Wes and be open to just any job. She wants to develop drugs. There are only so many places that would hire her for that and they may not be in the city where I go to school.

      Why am I thinking about this? It’s way too soon. We’ve been dating for less than twenty-four hours. I can’t even take her out because I’m so worried her dad might see us.

      “When are you proposing?” I ask.

      “I haven’t decided yet. I’m thinking either at Christmas or the end of the school year. That’ll give us all of senior year to be engaged and then maybe we’ll get married after we graduate.”

      “Do you think your parents will be okay with this? Getting married that young?”

      “I don’t care what they think. I stopped caring about what they think a long time ago.”

      Wes doesn’t have much of a relationship with his mom and stepdad. He cut them out of his life for a while last year, but now they’re talking again. He went to see them over the summer and said nothing had changed. His mom still does whatever her husband says because he’s rich and controls all the money. The guy hates Wes and tries to make him look bad to his mom. It’s a sad situation.

      “But they’d come to the wedding, right?” I ask.

      “Only if it’s done the way they want.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “It’ll have to be at some expensive hotel that’ll impress their friends. If it’s not, and we keep it simple, my mom will show up, but that’ll be it. She’ll tell her friends I eloped so she doesn’t have to tell them what the wedding was like.”

      “So what do you think you’ll do? Do you and Avery want a simple wedding?”

      “Avery says she does, but I think she’s just saying that to save money. I’ve caught her looking online at pictures of fancy weddings and she’s always watching those reality shows with over-the-top weddings.”

      “I’m surprised she’d want that. That doesn’t seem like her.”

      “I’m not saying she wants a big, extravagant wedding, but I think she’d like something more upscale than just renting a ballroom and throwing up streamers.” He shrugs. “It’s a ways off. We’ll figure it out.”

      We’re at the dining hall now and go inside. The place is packed because it’s the first week of school when people actually get out of bed to eat breakfast. In a couple weeks, this place will be half as full as it is now, as people choose sleep over food.

      We get in line and I see Avery dishing up scrambled eggs.

      “This is where it all started,” I say, smiling at Wes.

      He laughs. “Yeah, but not in a good way. She hated me back then.”

      Wes met Avery a year ago in the dining hall, in this very line. She was serving and Wes asked for extra food. She told him it was against the rules and they argued about it until Avery’s supervisor showed up and sided with Wes, saying football players can have as much food as they want. Avery was furious. The incident started a war between Wes and Avery that eventually ended in love.

      “I’ll take three scoops of eggs,” Wes says.

      Avery’s changing the pan of eggs and doesn’t notice Wes. “We can only give one scoop at a time.”

      “Yeah, that doesn’t work for me,” he says, trying not to laugh.

      She looks up and sees Wes there and rolls her eyes. “Let me guess. You play football?”

      “How can you tell?” He points to himself. “It’s the muscles, right?”

      “That, and the cocky smile,” she shoots back.

      “You love my smile.”

      I sigh. “Okay, you two. We need to get moving. There’s people behind us.”

      Avery laughs. “What can I get you?”

      “I’ll have the same as Wes, and add some bacon.”

      She loads our plates up with eggs and bacon and hands them to us.

      “Thanks, babe,” Wes says to her. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      As we look for a table, I notice girls watching us. We get a lot of attention this time of year with a new season about to start. Wes gets more than the rest of us, being the quarterback and one of our best players. Most everyone knows he has a girlfriend, but girls still approach him, hoping he’ll drop Avery and get with them.

      “Let’s go here,” Wes says, finding a table.

      “Hey, Eli,” a girl says as I’m sitting down. I look over and see Andrea walking by, smiling at me like she wants to hook up again. We spent a night together last year and had a good time, but I’ve got someone else now. A girl I can’t stop thinking about.

      “So how’s this going to work?” Wes asks, shoving eggs in his mouth.

      “How’s what going to work?”

      “You and Paige.”

      I almost choke on my food, coughing and having to drink some water.

      “It’s true, right?” Wes says. “The girl you were with last night. It was Paige.”

      “Would you stop saying her name?” I look around, making sure nobody heard us.

      “Why? Coach isn’t here.”

      “Someone could hear us talking and tell him.”

      “They could see you with her and tell him. Saying her name isn’t what you should be worried about. Besides, it’s not like there aren’t other girls with that name. It could be anyone.”

      I sigh. “How’d you know?”

      “The way you acted at the gym. When Coach went up to you. You got all nervous but were trying to hide it.”

      “How the hell do you know this shit? Coach didn’t even notice.”

      “Because he doesn’t suspect anything. I did, so I looked for the signs.” He eats more of his eggs.

      “So is that why you made me come here? You make me eat breakfast with you so you can tell me to stay away from her?”

      “I don’t care if you date her. I think you two make a good couple. I’m just surprised you’re doing this. You know Coach will kill you if he finds out.”

      “He’s not going to. We agreed to be discreet.”

      “And you think that’s gonna work? Like it worked for Colton and Ella?”

      “That’s not the same. Those two went out together all the time. They weren’t even trying to hide it.

      “Not from us, but they tried to hide it from Theo. And it wasn’t long before he found out.”

      “Yeah, well, Paige and I will be more careful.”

      “You say that now, but just wait. When you’re together and things are heating up, it’s easy to get caught up in the moment and forget who’s around you. Just look at Colton. How many times has he been making out with Ella right in front of you and not even noticed you’re there?”

      “I’m not Colton. I’m more careful than him.”

      “You must really like this girl if you’re willing to do this. A few days ago, you wouldn’t even consider it.”

      “Things changed,” I say, thinking about how much closer I feel to Paige knowing what she went through with her mom and how similar it is to what I went through with my dad.

      “How so?” he asks, chomping on a piece of bacon.

      “I’ve gotten to know her better.”

      “In a few days?” he says, sounding skeptical. “That’s not much time to get to know someone.”

      “What’s your point? Are you telling me to break up with her?”

      “I’m telling you to think about this before you get more involved with her.”

      “I already have, and I know this is what I want.”

      “And you’re not worried about Coach finding out?”

      “Of course I’m worried, but what’s he going to do? He already hates me. Picks on me. Puts me down. What more could he do to me?”

      “Kick you off the team,” Wes says, bringing back my fear of that happening.

      “He can’t do that. He doesn’t have the power to.”

      “Maybe not, but if there’s a chance he could, do you really want to risk it?”

      “He’s not kicking me off the team,” I say, trying to convince myself of that more than Wes. “Why are you even bringing this up? You really don’t want me being with Paige, do you?”

      “If you actually see this going somewhere, then hey, I think it’s great. But you’ve told me more than once that you don’t want to be in a relationship. So if this thing with Paige is only temporary, maybe it’d be better to end it now before Coach finds out.”

      “Paige isn’t like other girls. I actually want to be in a relationship with her, even knowing it may not last.” I put my fork down and push my plate aside. “I’ve given this a lot of thought, Wes. I know the risks, and Paige and I agreed we’d be careful so her dad doesn’t find out.”

      “Then I’ve got nothing else to say.” Wes wipes his hands on his napkin. “I just wanted to make sure you know what you’re getting into.” He stands up, taking his tray. “I’m gonna say goodbye to Avery, then head to class.”

      “Yeah, see ya at practice.”

      Wes’ little speech about being careful with Paige had me panicked for a moment, but I’m not letting it scare me away from her. I can’t remember the last time I felt this way about a girl. Maybe never. A girl like Paige doesn’t come along very often so I’m not just giving her up.
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      I got to work early today, hoping Paige would be here, but she’s not. What Wes said earlier about Coach finding out I’m with Paige has been on my mind all morning and is the reason I haven’t texted her. Even though she doesn’t have my real name in her phone, I don’t want to risk her dad seeing a text from me and asking questions. I’m probably being overly cautious, but this is all new for me. I’ve never had to hide my relationship with a girl.

      “Hey, Eli,” Paige says, coming into the lab at ten after two.

      My eyes immediately go to her, making me almost drop the glass beaker I was holding.

      “Hey,” I say, already turned on by the sight of her. She’s got her glasses on again, making me wonder if she only wears them when she’s teaching the lab, to make her look smarter or older or more professional. She’s not wearing the lab coat today, but has on a white button-up blouse with a black skirt that’s fitted at the waist, then flares out, ending just above her knee. If she’s trying to distract me, it worked. She looks so damn hot, I can’t take my eyes off her.

      “It’s an easy lab today,” she says, coming over to me. “It shouldn’t take long to set up.”

      “Um, no, it shouldn’t,” I say, looking back at the list of supplies. “I might even be done early.”

      I would be if I wasn’t so distracted by Paige. I need to stop thinking about her or it’ll take me twice as long as it should to get the lab set up.

      “I’ll be in my office if you need me,” she says, walking away. The back of her looks just as good as the front. She wore her hair down today, but instead of it being straight, it has soft, sexy waves.

      Stop looking at her, I tell myself, but my eyes remain on her until she goes into the office. I get back to work, racing back and forth to the supply room, thinking if I finish early, I’ll get a few minutes with Paige before I have to leave for practice. I won’t have time to see her tonight. We need to talk about when we’re going to see each other and how. It’s probably best if I go to her place. We can be alone there, and her dad doesn’t know what I drive so if he went by and saw my truck in the parking lot of her building, he wouldn’t think twice about it.

      “Oh, hey,” Paige says, appearing in the supply room as I was just about to lock it up. “I was coming to get some extra test tubes. Students always break at least one during class.”

      I grab one and bring it to her. “Here you go.”

      She takes it, her hand brushing against mine. “Thanks.”

      My eyes drop to her blouse, which seems to be unbuttoned more than it was earlier. It’s open enough that I can see the lace trim on her bra. Is she trying to tempt me? Because if this is some kind of test to see if I can resist her, I’m failing.

      “Why did you really come in here?” I ask, stepping up to her, forcing her back against the door.

      “I told you,” she says with a slight smile. “I needed a test tube.”

      “You sure it wasn’t something else?” I run my hand along the neckline of her blouse, my fingers lightly brushing against her skin.

      Her head falls back against the door, her chest rising and falling as her breaths speed up. Our eyes meet and from the look she’s giving me, I know she didn’t come in here for supplies.

      She sets the test tube down, grabs my shirt and kisses me, forcefully, like she’s not messing around. If we’re doing this, we have to hurry. I have to get to practice and she has to get ready for the lab. And at any moment, someone could walk in on us.

      “You look so fucking hot today,” I say as I kiss her neck, my hand going under her skirt. “Did you wear this for me?”

      “Maybe,” she says in a flirty tone that tells me the answer is yes. She slowly unbuttons more of her blouse, bringing my attention to her tits spilling out of her bra.

      “You’re killing me,” I say, my hand between her thighs, pleasuring her. She’s more than ready for me. Her panties are soaked. “You have any idea what this is going to do to me? Every time I come in here I’ll be thinking about this.”

      “Isn’t that a good thing?” She rubs her hand over my cock.

      “Probably not if I want to keep my job,” I say as she undoes my jeans. “I could barely get my work done today. All I could think about is what I wanted to do to you.”

      “So what are you waiting for?” she asks, giving me a sexy smile.

      I reach in my pocket and grab the condom I shoved in there this morning, not thinking this would happen but wanting to be prepared. Good thing I did or we wouldn’t be doing this right now. I shove my jeans out of the way, grab my cock, and put the condom on while Paige and I kiss like it’s the end of the fucking world. I’ve never felt this much passion with a girl. I’m starting to crave it, like an addiction, which explains why I can’t seem to control myself around her.

      The room is small and lined with shelves, making me wonder how we’re going to do this. Here at the door is really the only place.

      I break from the kiss and grab her hips, turning her to face the door. She presses her hands against it as I lift her skirt and shove her panties down. Keeping hold of her hips, I push inside her, leaning down to kiss her neck.

      “Yes,” she pants. “More.”

      I slowly pull out, then thrust into her, hard and deep, causing her chest to press against the door. I’m thinking she’ll want to stop, find a different position, but she doesn’t try to turn around. Instead, she widens her stance and leans forward more. I push her skirt up to her waist so I can see her ass and watch as my cock disappears between her legs. I get a tighter grip on her hips and pound into her, over and over. Her hands brace against the door. Her legs tremble.

      “Oh, God,” she cries out. Her body collapses against the door as she comes.

      I keep hold of her and keep going. She braces against the door again as I thrust harder. Faster. My cock ready to burst.

      “Fuck,” I groan, my body folding over hers. I kiss the side of her neck. “That might’ve been better than last night.”

      “It’s because we could’ve been caught. It adds to the excitement.”

      “Or maybe we’re just really good together.” I pull out of her and wait for her to turn around. When she does, I kiss her, wishing I didn’t have to go. Wishing I didn’t have to wait a day until I see her again, or longer than that.

      “We should go,” Paige says, pushing me back.

      “When can I see you?” I ask, getting my jeans back in place.

      “What about tonight?”

      “I can’t. I haven’t studied all week and I have a lab write-up due tomorrow.”

      “We could study together,” she says, straightening out her skirt.

      “You really think we would study?” I smile at her.

      “Yes.” She smiles back. “With some breaks for other activities.”

      “I think those activities would take up the whole night.”

      “Well, the invitation is there if you want to come over.” She spins around. “How do I look? Is everything back in place?”

      “You look beautiful.” My gaze drops down to her blouse, then the skirt. “We have to get out of here before we do it again.”

      She laughs. “I’ll leave first. You wait here. Just in case.”

      She turns and goes out the door to the lab.

      “Professor,” I hear her say. “Did we have a meeting scheduled?”

      “No, I just wanted to stop by and discuss Friday’s lab. If you have time, of course.”

      “Yes, certainly. Let’s go into the office.”

      Shit, that was close. He could’ve gone looking for Paige and found us together in the supply room.

      We shouldn’t have done it, but as soon as she kissed me I couldn’t stop myself. I got so into it I forgot where we were for a moment. It reminds me of what Wes said about getting caught up in the moment and forgetting other people are around. I can’t let that happen. I need to be more careful. Today we didn’t get caught, but we almost did, and we could if we do it again.
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      I get to the athletic building earlier than usual. I’d normally go home between work and practice to grab something to eat, but I can’t today. Being with Paige in the supply room took up the time I would’ve spent going back to my house. But it was worth it. I feel great. I’m a little tired, but it’s the relaxed type of tired that comes after sex.

      “Tate!” Coach Boyd barks at me as I’m heading to the locker room.

      I tense up, my heart pounding as I look at his angry face coming toward me. Does he know? He can’t. It’s not possible. He wasn’t there. He didn’t see us.

      I keep quiet as he stops in front of me, his large frame looming over me, his eyes narrowed.

      “What’s going on here?” he demands.

      “What… what do you mean?” I say, hearing the shakiness in my voice. I clear my throat.

      “You’re never early for practice. You better not be here to tell me you’re skipping today. Because I can tell you right now, it’s not happening.”

      “I’m not skipping. I’m just early.”

      “Huh,” he grunts, eyeing me with suspicion. “You finally decide to take this seriously, Tate?”

      “I always take it seriously.”

      “You could’ve fooled me. The way you’ve been playing, it’s like you don’t care if you’re here or doing something else.”

      “I’m doing my best,” I tell him, knowing he won’t accept that, but it’s the only thing I could come up with to say.

      “If that’s your best, you need to do better. We can’t have you bringing us down, Tate. A team’s only as strong as our weakest player.”

      I’m not the weakest player. Not even close. The freshmen are our weakest players, and a few of the sophomores. I’ve improved a lot the past couple years, but Coach Boyd wouldn’t know that since he’s only been coaching us a few months.

      “I’ll keep trying to get better,” I say, hoping that’ll end this conversation. I’m feeling sick to my stomach, facing him like this after just having sex with his daughter.

      He points to me. “I’m keeping an eye on you, Tate. I better see some improvement today.” He steps aside. “Go get yourself ready, then meet me on the field.”

      Meet him on the field? Just the two of us? What the hell?

      “I don’t understand. What are we doing?”

      “We’re going over today’s plays so you don’t screw up again and waste everyone’s time. Now hurry up.”

      This is bad. I can’t be around him right now. I can still smell Paige’s perfume all over me. I was going to shower before practice, but now I don’t have time. What if Coach can smell Paige’s perfume on me? He’ll know what we did.

      Going into the locker room, I head straight to the showers. I’ll just take a quick one. Coach didn’t say when I had to be out there. He just said to hurry up.

      After the shower, I get dressed, toss my gym bag in a locker, and go out to the field. Coach is there with his clipboard.

      “What the hell took so long?” he yells as I walk over to him. “I told you to hurry up!”

      “Sorry.”

      He stares at me, his brows furrowed. “Did you shower, Tate?”

      “Yeah, but it was fast. I came here from work and felt like I needed to rinse off.”

      “You shower after practice, not before.” He rubs his chin. “What are you doing getting a job? You don’t have time for that.”

      “It’s only a few hours a week. And I need the money.”

      “Why do you need the money?” he scoffs. “Your parents not giving you enough?”

      “My parents don’t give me money. I pay for everything myself.”

      “Your parents aren’t rich like all the rest of the kids here?”

      “No. If it weren’t for my scholarship, I wouldn’t be in college.”

      He thought I was rich? Where did he get that idea? Is it because of my friends? They all have rich parents, so he must’ve assumed I do too.

      “How many hours you working?”

      “Usually less than ten,” I say, although I told my boss I’d work more if he had stuff for me to do. But I’m not telling Coach that. I probably shouldn’t have even mentioned the job. Now he’ll want me to quit, saying my time should be spent on football or school, not a job.

      “When do you have time to study?” he asks.

      “At night. I work during the day, before I come here.”

      “That’s a full day, Tate. You getting any sleep?”

      “I get plenty of sleep,” I say, but it’s a lie. I’m usually up late studying, but that’s true for most college students.

      “What’s your major, kid?” he asks. “Something with science, right?”

      “Biology. I’m in the premed program.”

      “So you think you want to be a doctor.”

      “That’s the plan,” I say, wondering why he’s suddenly so interested in me. This is the most he’s asked me about myself since I met him.

      “Where’s this job of yours? On campus?”

      I nod. “In the science building.”

      “My daughter’s teaching one of the labs there. Biology, I think.”

      Yeah, I know. I just saw her. Had sex with her. In the supply room. That’s what’s running through my head even though I’m trying desperately not to think about that.

      “What do you do there?” he asks.

      “I set up the labs.”

      “Which one?”

      I could lie, but he could easily find out the truth so I go with that. “The biology lab.”

      “Is that so?” His brows rise. “I’m guessing that means you’ve met Paige. My daughter.”

      “Um, yeah, I have, but we haven’t really talked. She’s always in the office getting ready for the lab while I’m racing around getting all the supplies.” I glance out at the field. “So what’d you want to go over?”

      He takes the clipboard that was under his arm and hands it to me. “Look that over. Memorize it. I don’t want any screwups from you today.”

      On the clipboard are the plays we’re doing at practice. We’ve done them all before. I don’t need to memorize them. I know what they are, and it’s not like I try to screw up. I’m just tired and have a lot on my mind. Like right now, I’m thinking about Paige, thinking how perfect we are together and worried her dad will find out and ruin it for us. I’m thinking about the paper I have due and all the reading I haven’t done. I’m thinking about the game this Saturday. I’m thinking about my parents not being there, which makes me worry about my dad. With all that going on, it’s not surprising I can’t stay focused at practice.

      Coach leaves me on the field and goes back into the building. I walk over to the bleachers and stare at the clipboard so it looks like I’m studying the plays in case Coach comes back.

      “What are you doing out here?” someone yells.

      I look over and see Theo coming my way.

      “I’m studying the plays.” I hold up the clipboard and roll my eyes.

      He laughs. “What’d you do now?”

      “Nothing. I got here early and Coach caught me in the hall. He made me come out here and shoved the clipboard at me, telling me I had to memorize the plays so I don’t screw up again.”

      “You’re not actually doing it, are you?”

      “I don’t need to. I know the plays. I just lose focus sometimes.”

      “Don’t listen to him. We all screw up and everyone loses focus. I was so fucking tired yesterday, I don’t remember the last half of practice.”

      “He needs to let us out on time tonight. Working us this hard for this long is going to make us play like shit on Saturday.”

      “And then he’ll blame us for it.”

      “Yeah, exactly.”

      Theo glances at the building, then turns to me, lowering his voice. “Wes told me about you and Paige.”

      “Don’t say her name!” I check behind him to make sure we’re alone. “What the hell’s wrong with you? He’s right inside the building!”

      “He can’t hear us through the walls.”

      “I don’t want to risk it. You shouldn’t even be talking about her.”

      “Are you really going to keep seeing her?”

      “Yes. And did you not just hear me say not to talk about her?”

      “Relax. He’s not here. Unless he bugged that clipboard, I think we’re good.”

      “Shit, what if he did?” I toss the clipboard on the ground.

      “Seriously, man, you gotta relax. If you’re this worked up about it, maybe you should go out with someone else.”

      “I don’t want someone else. What if someone said you couldn’t be with Darcy? Would you just break up with her?”

      “I’ve been going out with Darcy for almost a year. You’ve been on what… one date with this girl? Can you even call the wedding a date?”

      “The wedding isn’t the only time we’ve spent together. We’ve been together a lot since she moved here.”

      “When I say date, I mean actually going out.”

      “So all that time you and Darcy spent together at home last year wasn’t considered dating?”

      He pauses to think about that. “Okay, fine, maybe you don’t have to go out to date. My point is, it’d be easier to end it now than later. It’s not like you can’t find someone else. You’ll have girls hanging all over you at the party this weekend. You know how it is after the first game. You can have any girl you want.”

      “But I don’t want someone else. Why aren’t you getting that?”

      “Hey, I’m just trying to look out for you.”

      “I don’t need you to. I’m good.”

      Three of the guys from the team come out to the field, putting an end to my conversation with Theo. How many more people are going to tell me to stay away from Paige? I’m sure Colton will be next since we live together and I can’t avoid him.

      They need to stay out of it. If Wes, Theo, and Colton were told to give up their girlfriends, they wouldn’t do it. They’d fight to be with her. So why don’t they get it when I tell them I want to be with Paige?
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      “Touchdown!” I yell, jumping up from the bleachers as the crowd roars with the excitement over our third touchdown of the game.

      Lucy’s beside me, joining in the fun, waving around the pom-poms she bought at one of the stands outside the stadium. We got here early so she could check out all the stuff for sale.

      “This is so fun!” Lucy yells above the noise.

      I smile at her. She didn’t go to football games in college. She’s not used to all the noise and excitement from the fans. I grew up going to games so being here is like home to me. My dad’s been coaching football my entire life. Weekends in the fall were always spent at a stadium. Mom and I would get up early on game day and prepare for the tailgate. She’d invite all her friends and we’d end up with a huge crowd and tons of food. I loved it and looked forward to football season every year. Some of my best memories are of my mom and me tailgating before games.

      “They’re playing really well,” I say as the noise lowers to a level where Lucy can hear me.

      “I wouldn’t know. I get the basics about football, but I don’t get all the technical stuff.”

      “I could teach you if you’re interested. I know everything about it.”

      “Did your dad make you learn about football when you were a kid?”

      “It’s not that he made me, but that’s all he ever talked about. We’d watch games together and he’d explain everything.” I shrug. “I didn’t mind. I actually liked learning about it. And it came in helpful when I started dating. Guys love a girl who knows about football.”

      “Like the guy you’re dating?” she says with a playful grin. “The one who just ran the ball down the field?”

      “Stop it,” I say, nudging her. “We’re not supposed to talk about him.”

      “I didn’t say his name.” She looks out at the field. “He looks really hot in his uniform. Well, I guess they all do.”

      It’s true, but my gaze keeps going to Eli. I love seeing him play. I wasn’t sure if he’d be any good since my dad’s always giving him the least valuable player award. But it turns out he’s one of our best players, or he is in today’s game. I didn’t look up his record to see how he did last year.

      Eli’s been to my apartment almost every night this week. He comes over after practice and we have dinner, study, and spend time in the bedroom. Actually, sex is usually the first thing we do so our minds are clear and we can study. We didn’t think we’d be able to study together, but so far it’s working. We actually study more when we’re together than apart. We tried studying separately Wednesday night but couldn’t stop thinking about each other so Eli ended up coming over. He wrote his lab paper in an hour, which he claims is the fastest he’s ever finished one. It probably helped that I told him we weren’t going to the bedroom until he was done.

      “Why is your dad yelling at them?” Lucy asks.

      Looking at the sidelines, I see my dad facing three of the players, throwing his hands up as he talks. It’s what he always does, or what he’s done since my mom died. Before then, if he was angry or frustrated with a player, he’d take them aside and have a talk with them. He’s a big guy with a loud, deep voice so he doesn’t need to yell to get his point across. A player can tell when he’s angry. Now he’s taken it to a whole new level by yelling and getting in their face and throwing his hands around.

      “He’s just telling them what they did wrong,” I say to Lucy.

      “Look at that freshman kid,” she says, pointing to one of the players. “He looks scared to death of your dad.” She laughs. “He’s not really that scary, is he?”

      “Not at all,” I say, but if I were one of his players, I’d be scared too. There’s no need for him to act that way. He needs to remember he’s working with college kids, not professional athletes. They have a lot going on besides football. Like Eli, taking premed classes while also having to work a job.

      My dad and I still haven’t resolved our fight. I tried calling him, but he said he didn’t have time to talk with the game coming up. But he has a game every week, so is he not going to talk to me until the season is over? My mom’s birthday is coming up and I still don’t know if I’m going home with him or not. I said I would, but then he told me not to and gave me that speech about how I’ve changed. He wanted me to feel bad, and it worked. I felt terrible after he talked to me that day. I still feel bad and don’t know how to fix this. The only thing making me feel better is having Eli to talk to. He’s such a good listener, and even though he doesn’t like my dad, he doesn’t try to turn me against him. He wants me to have a relationship with my dad, but doesn’t think it’s right that he’s treating me this way.

      We’ve talked about my dad a lot this week. We’ve also talked about Eli’s dad. He still doesn’t have his test results back. Or maybe he does, but he hasn’t told Eli. If it’s bad news, his parents might have decided not to tell him until after the game. They weren’t able to come today, but they called him this morning to wish him good luck.

      The timeout ends and the guys run back on the field. My eyes are on Eli, of course. He glances up at the stands, then back at the field.

      Lucy grabs my arm. “Did you see that? He just looked at you!”

      “He wasn’t looking at me. He was just looking at the crowd.”

      “Oh, please. He was totally looking at you.” She scoots to the edge of the bleachers. “What’s happening now?”

      I try to explain it to her, but the crowd is really loud and I’m not sure she heard me. If she wants to learn about football, we’ll have to watch a game on TV where she can hear what I’m saying.

      “Why are they lined up like that?” Lucy asks.

      I smile at her. “You’re really getting into this.”

      “I am, aren’t I?” She laughs. “I guess I like football. Who knew?”

      The game continues and Halston wins by thirty points. It’s a huge win and a big deal since Halston hasn’t beat this team for ten years. I’m sure my dad will take credit for the win, saying it was because of his coaching and not the players. That’s another thing that’s changed since my mom died. My dad can no longer see the good in his players, or anyone, really. He’s become extremely critical and lost a lot of his friends because of it. If he moves back to Philly when the season ends, he’ll be sitting home alone every night. It makes me sad to think about that, but I can’t keep taking care of him and being his only friend.

      “That was great!” Lucy says when we get back to our building. “Are we going again next week?”

      “I kind of have to, but if you want to come with, then yeah, I’d love to have you there.”

      We go up the stairs to our floor.

      “You have to because of Eli? Or because you’re the coach’s daughter?”

      “Both. Well, I guess I don’t have to be there. I want to. I love going to games.” I unlock my door. “You want to come in?”

      She follows me inside. “Are we ordering food? Because I’m starving.”

      “Sure. Whatever you want.”

      She gets her phone out. “How about the Mexican place near campus?”

      “I had that last night, but I could have it again. Get me the chicken burrito. I’m going to change into shorts. I got hot at the game.”

      While I’m in my room, my phone rings. It’s Eli.

      “Hey!” I answer. “Congratulations! That was a great game!”

      “I can’t believe we won. The last couple times we played them, they were way better than us.”

      “Did my dad take credit for the win?”

      “Yeah, but whatever. I don’t care. I know we played well, and that’s all that matters.”

      “Where are you calling from?”

      “My room. I just got home. Colton and the other guys are still celebrating the win, but I couldn’t wait to get home and talk to you.”

      “That’s really sweet, but shouldn’t you be with the team?”

      “I will be. They’re all leaving soon. Colton will probably be home in a few minutes with Ella.”

      “And then what?”

      “We’re going to order food. Wes and Avery are coming over with Theo and Darcy. Lars and Zane might stop over too. I really wish you were here. I want to celebrate with you.”

      “We’ll celebrate later. What’s happening tonight? I’m guessing there’s a football party?”

      “Yeah, at Zane’s house. I don’t want to go, but I have to.”

      “Why don’t you want to go?”

      “Because I want to be with you.”

      I smile. “I want to be with you too.”

      “Do you think you could come to the party?”

      “I don’t know, Eli. People would see us together and—”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” he says with a sigh.

      “You could come here after the party.”

      “Yeah, I’ll plan on it. I’ll text you when I’m leaving. So what are you doing the rest of the day?”

      “Lucy’s here. We’re going to get some food, then I don’t know after that. I should study, but I don’t feel like it. I’m still pumped from the game. It was really exciting.”

      “I wish my parents had been there.”

      “Did you hear from them?”

      “No. I texted them that we won and told them I’d call them later. Hey, I should go. Colton just got home. He’ll be banging on my door any minute now, asking when we’re ordering the food.”

      “Okay. Have fun tonight! I’ll see you later.”

      “Yeah, bye.”

      I change into shorts and go back out to the living room.

      “What took so long?” Lucy asks, setting her phone down.

      “Eli called. He’s coming over after the party tonight.”

      “You’re not going?”

      “I can’t.” I join her on the couch. “What if people saw us together and it got back to my dad?”

      She turns to me. “Are you really okay with this?”

      “With what?”

      “Dating someone you can’t be seen with.”

      “It’s only temporary. When the season’s over and my dad moves back to Philly, Eli and I can do what we want.”

      “So you’re going to spend the next few months hiding out here? Not being able to go to a restaurant together or a movie?”

      “It’s not what either of us wants, but Eli insists on hiding this from my dad. And I get it. My dad already picks on Eli. Imagine how bad he’d treat him if he found out we were dating.”

      “And you don’t think you could convince your dad to let you be with Eli?”

      “No. He doesn’t want me anywhere near the players, or any guy who plays football. When I was in high school, he told me I couldn’t date a football player. He said they’re with too many girls and they’d break my heart.”

      “And did you listen?”

      I laugh. “None of those guys would’ve dated me in high school. I was a science nerd with braces and glasses. The football players didn’t even look at me. Oh, did you order the food?”

      “Yeah, it’ll be here in twenty minutes.”

      “What do you want to drink?” I ask, getting up and going to the kitchen.

      “I’ll have a soda.”

      I grab one for each of us and return to the couch.

      “Does it bother you he’ll be at the party tonight?” Lucy asks as I hand her the soda.

      “No. Why would it bother me?”

      “You saw how many girls went up to him at that party we went to. Now that they won the game, he’ll have even more girls going up to him. And he’ll probably be drinking.”

      I sigh. “I was fine before you said that, but now I’m worried. Why did you have to bring that up?”

      “Sorry. You’re right. Forget I said it.”

      But I can’t forget. Now I’ll be thinking about Eli with other girls. He wouldn’t cheat on me, would he?

      Lucy’s bringing up things I’d rather not think about, but I probably should. Like spending the whole semester hiding my relationship with Eli. It’s only been a few days and I’m already tired of hiding it, so how are we going to do this for four more months?
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      “Can we just stay here?” I say to Paige as I hold her in my arms. I left the party at ten and drove to Paige’s apartment. She greeted me at the door wearing skimpy lingerie and her glasses. She looked so freaking hot. We barely made it to the bedroom.

      “You want to go to sleep already?” she asks. “It’s not even eleven.”

      “I meant can we stay in this moment? I know we can’t. I just said it because I don’t want to deal with all the stuff going on in my life right now.”

      She lifts up to look at me. “You mean with your dad?”

      “My dad. School. Football. It’s only the second week of the semester and I’m exhausted.”

      “Maybe you should quit your job.”

      “I can’t. I need the money.” I stare up at the ceiling. “I shouldn’t complain. I’m just feeling overwhelmed, I guess.”

      “I always feel that way at the start of the semester. Things will get better in a few weeks. It takes time to adjust.”

      “I’m so behind on my assignments. I’ll have to spend all day tomorrow catching up.”

      “So I won’t see you?”

      “I could come over here and work.”

      She looks down.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask. “You don’t want me to?”

      “No, I do. It’s just my dad and I have this tradition of having brunch every Sunday morning. We make pancakes, eggs, bacon. We’ve been doing it since I was a little girl.”

      “And tomorrow you’re not?”

      She shakes her head. “I haven’t heard from him. I texted him after the game and didn’t hear back.”

      I’m really sick of her dad treating her this way just because she didn’t do what he wanted. Then he guilts her into agreeing to it and he still won’t talk to her. I get that he’s upset about losing his wife, but taking out his anger on everyone around him, especially Paige, is going to end with him being alone and even more miserable than he is now.

      “Your dad had a lot going on today,” I tell Paige, trying to make her feel better. “Maybe he just didn’t have time to get back to you.”

      “He had time to send a text.” She lays her head on my chest. “He knows tomorrow is Sunday. He knows we have a tradition. He just doesn’t want me going over there.”

      “Then let it go. Don’t worry about it. This fight you two are having isn’t about you. It’s about him. He thinks not doing things to remember your mom means you’ll forget her.”

      “But that’s not true. I’d never forget her.”

      “I didn’t say it made sense. I’m saying that’s what he’s thinking based on what you’ve told me. Give him some time. Stop calling and texting him and let him come to you when he’s ready.”

      “What if he doesn’t?”

      “He will. You’re his daughter. He loves you. You should’ve heard him telling the team about you before you moved here. He called you his pride and joy.”

      “All parents say that.”

      “No, actually they don’t. You should hear the stories Wes has told me about his parents. It’s really bad. His stepdad hates him and his mom only wants him around when she needs something.”

      “Really? I never would’ve guessed that. He doesn’t seem upset by it.”

      “He used to be. He’s better now that he has Avery. Her family kind of adopted him as their own. He goes home with her for holidays instead of his own family. My point is, your dad isn’t going to avoid you forever. I’m sure he wants to fix this problem you two are having as much as you do. He just doesn’t know how. He doesn’t want to accept that you’re growing up and need to have your own life and make your own decisions.”

      She moves up to my face and kisses me. “You always make me feel better.”

      “I could make you feel great if you’re up for it.” I smile and slide my hand under the sheets, over her smooth, soft skin.

      “Again?” She laughs.

      “We don’t have to. I’m just offering.”

      “I think I need a snack first.”

      “Good idea. I’m starving.”

      We get up and go to the kitchen to get something to eat. As we’re standing at the counter having leftover pizza, her phone rings.

      “That’s weird,” she says, looking at her phone.

      “What’s weird?” I gulp down some water.

      “Hold on. I think I need to get this.” She walks to the living room and answers the call. “Hey, Tyler. This is a surprise. Is everything okay?”

      Tyler? As in the guy who proposed to her? Why is he calling Paige? Do they still talk? She made it sound like she hadn’t spoken to him since July, when they got back together for a few weeks.

      “It’s fine,” she says. “I’m home, but I have a guest.” She glances at me.

      Guest? Why didn’t she call me her boyfriend?

      She sits on the couch. “No, I decided to get my own place. My dad’s not happy about it, but we need our own space.” She listens. “Yeah, my dad’s doing great. He really likes it here. The team won today so he’s really excited.”

      She’s making it sound like she and her dad are getting along. If her relationship with this guy was serious enough that they almost got married, why would she lie to him?

      “How’s law school?” She pauses. “Halston? I like it. It’s really small, but I’m getting used to it.” She looks over at me. “Tyler, I should go. It’s late, and like I said, I have someone here, so…” She nods. “Okay. Bye!”

      She ends the call and comes back to the kitchen. “Did you get enough to eat?” She opens a cupboard. “I have crackers and I might have some cereal.” She opens another cupboard.

      “Paige, stop. I’m not hungry.”

      She closes the cupboard. “Want to watch a movie?”

      “I want to talk about the guy who just called you. Was that your ex?”

      “Yes. Tyler.” She walks past me, back to the couch.

      “I thought you said it was over with him.”

      “It is.” She turns on the TV. “What do you want to watch?”

      I go over to the couch and sit next to her. “Why is he calling you?”

      She shrugs. “He just wanted to say hi. See how things are going.”

      “And he does this after ten on a Saturday night?”

      “I guess.”

      “Paige, he’s trying to see if you’re out with someone. He wants to know if you’re still available.”

      “You’re reading too much into it,” she says, scrolling through movies on the TV. “He probably didn’t notice the time when he called.”

      “Why didn’t you tell him you have a boyfriend?”

      “It didn’t come up.”

      “You told him you had someone over here. You could’ve said it was your boyfriend instead of calling me a guest.”

      She looks at me. “Why are you being like this?”

      “Like what?”

      “Making this mean something it doesn’t. You know how much I like you.”

      “I also know you dated that guy for two years, almost married him, and got back together with him last summer. You have a lot more history with him than with me.”

      “We didn’t almost get married. We weren’t even engaged. And if I wanted to be with Tyler, I wouldn’t have broken up with him.”

      “When you told me about him before, you made it sound like you were open to getting back together with him.”

      “I didn’t say I wanted that. I said anything’s possible.” She moves closer to me and smiles. “But now I have you. I don’t want to be with Tyler, or anyone else.”

      “You lied to him about your dad.”

      She moves back on the couch. “Tyler doesn’t like talking about stuff like that. He thinks if you have a problem with someone, you should work it out yourself, not expect other people to do it for you.”

      “Not even the person who claims to care about you?”

      “He’s just not comfortable talking about stuff like that. He’s like my dad that way. They both avoid talking about relationships or feelings. They’re logical, not emotional. If I’d told Tyler about my dad, he’d say something like ‘you’ll figure it out’ and then change topics.”

      “And you really wanted to marry this guy?”

      “I told him no, remember?”

      “You still dated him for two years.”

      She smiles. “Are you jealous of Tyler?”

      “I’m not jealous. I’m annoyed you stayed with a guy like that for so long. You could’ve done a lot better.”

      She slides up next to me. “If only I’d known you back then.”

      “You think we’d still be together? After two years?”

      “It’s hard to say. I didn’t know you two years ago. You could’ve been totally different than you are now.”

      “I was less mature, but I still would’ve been a good boyfriend. Better than Tyler.” I roll my eyes. “I can’t believe you called me a guest.”

      She frowns. “I’m sorry. How can I make it up to you?”

      “I think you know the answer.” I kiss her and we end up back in the bedroom.

      Around midnight, I’m getting up to leave when she invites me to stay over, which I haven’t done since we started dating. We’ve been trying to take things slow and get to know each other before getting too serious, which is why I haven’t spent the night. So I was surprised when she asked me to. It makes me wonder if she did it out of guilt, to make up for telling her ex I was just a guest.

      I want to believe Paige and I can make this work, but sometimes I wonder if we can. Is she going to get tired of us having to hide from her dad and anyone who might tell him about us? And what about me? Am I going to be okay with her not going to parties with me or hanging out with my friends? Being at the party without her tonight felt wrong. I wanted her there. Seeing my friends with their girlfriends made me want Paige beside me. We were celebrating winning the game. She should’ve been there.

      It’s my fault she wasn’t. I’m the one who doesn’t want her dad finding out about us. Paige doesn’t care if he knows, especially since they’re not even talking anymore. She’s hiding our relationship because of me, because I’m afraid of her father and what he might do.

      I could see Paige deciding this isn’t what she wants. I keep thinking about Colton and how Ella almost broke up with him because Colton insisted on hiding their relationship from Theo. The same thing could happen with Paige.

      She hasn’t said anything to make me think she wants to end this, but not telling her ex about me has me concerned. If she was worried he might tell her dad about us, she could’ve just said she was with her boyfriend. She didn’t have to tell the guy my name or that I’m on the team.

      So why did she do it? Why did she call me a guest instead of her boyfriend? Is she having second thoughts about us?
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      “Paige,” I say, getting her attention.

      She looks up from her desk and smiles. “Are you done?”

      “Yeah, I’m heading out. I just wanted to say goodbye.”

      She gets up and comes over to me. She’s about to kiss me, but then looks behind me at the lab.

      “Nobody’s there,” I tell her. “And I shut the door so we’ll hear if anyone comes in.”

      She loops her arms around my neck and we kiss. “Have a good time at practice.”

      I smile. “Is that a joke? Nobody has a good time at practice.”

      “I’m trying to be positive.”

      “I appreciate that, but I’m sure it’ll be as miserable as always.”

      “How’s my dad?” she asks with concern. “Does it look like he’s taking care of himself?”

      “He seems okay to me.”

      “When he gets really sad or lonely, he tends not to eat and he doesn’t sleep much.”

      “I’m sure he’s fine. He’s a grown man. He can take care of himself.”

      But now that she said that, her dad does look a little thinner in the face and has bags under his eyes. It could be because he’s stressed about the game. After winning last week to a team we weren’t expected to beat, there’s a lot more pressure on us to win tomorrow. I have a feeling we will, but that’s probably because I’ve spent every free moment with Paige this week. Her optimism is starting to rub off on me.

      “So what time are you coming over tonight?” she asks.

      “After practice, like I always do.”

      “But it’s Friday. Don’t you have a party to go to?”

      “Yeah, but I’m not going.” I lean down to her ear. “I’d rather be with you. In bed.” I kiss her neck and she shivers.

      “We need to stop,” she says, pulling away. “Or we’ll end up in the supply room again.”

      We’ve done it there twice this week. We’re always worried we’ll get caught, which I think Paige secretly likes. I think it turns her on, which explains why she keeps showing up there when I’m getting supplies.

      “If I had the time, I’d do it,” I tell her. “But I don’t want to get yelled at for being late to practice.”

      “I guess I can wait a few more hours,” she says with a sigh.

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” I give her one last kiss. “See you tonight.”

      Things have been going great with Paige and me. Last weekend I was having doubts about us, but I’m feeling better now. We spent all of last Sunday together studying, talking, watching movies. It felt like we were a real couple, like Wes and Avery, or Colton and Ella. I told myself I didn’t want that. I saw my friends with their girlfriends and couldn’t figure out why they spent all their time together. I even made fun of them for it. But now, I’m becoming just like them, wanting to spend all my time with Paige.

      “Hey,” Theo says as I go into the locker room. “There’s a rumor Coach is letting us out on time today.”

      “I’ll believe it when it happens,” I say as we walk down to our lockers. Mine’s at the end of the row. Theo’s locker is across from it.

      “You coming tonight?” he asks.

      “No,” I say, grabbing my gym bag.

      Theo comes over to me. “You can’t be missing all the parties. People are going to notice and then they’ll want to know why.”

      “They don’t need to know. It’s none of their business.”

      “That’s not how it works. We’re like a family. If you aren’t showing up at the parties, the team’s gonna want to know what’s going on.”

      “Then I’ll tell them I met a girl. They don’t need to know who.”

      “You’d bring the girl to the party. How are you going to explain why you’re not there with her?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m not going to worry about it.”

      Colton appears, going to the locker next to mine. “Hey, stranger.”

      “Yeah. Funny.”

      “It’s true. You’re never home.”

      “I thought that’s what you wanted, so you and Ella can have sex all over the house.”

      “Hey!” Theo says. “Don’t be talking about that! You know how much I hate thinking about my sister doing shit with him. It’s bad enough having to watch him put his arm around her.”

      “When are you gonna get over this?” Colton asks. “Are you still gonna act like this when Ella and I get married?”

      “Married?” Theo says, looking like he wants to strangle Colton.

      “Relax.” He laughs. “I’m not proposing to her.”

      “Don’t even joke about that,” Theo says. “She’s too young to even think about getting married.”

      “But if we did,” Colton says to Theo. “Are you still gonna tell me I can’t kiss her in front of you?”

      “Yeah. Because it’s disgusting.”

      “Sorry, but if Ella and I are married, I’m doing what I want.” He turns away from Theo and opens his locker. “You’ll just have to live with it.”

      “Then you’re out as best man.”

      “Best man?” I look at Theo. “You proposed to Darcy? How the hell did I miss that?”

      “I didn’t propose,” Theo says, going back to his locker. “But I will, and Colton just lost his chance at being best man at the wedding.”

      “What the hell?” Colton stares back at Theo. “You’d really do that? I’m your best friend.”

      “Who’s dating my sister, after I told you not to. You could at least keep your promise not to make out with her in front of me.”

      “I said if we were married,” Colton clarifies. “You can’t seriously expect me not to kiss my wife in front of you.”

      “Actually, I can. I’ll ask Wes to be my best man. Or Eli.”

      “Leave me out of this,” I say. “Why are we even talking about weddings? We’re still in college. We’re too young for serious shit like marriage.”

      “Speaking of getting serious, sounds like you and that girl are starting to get serious,” Theo says to me.

      I hate that he can’t use Paige’s name, but I told him not to. I can’t risk Coach overhearing us.

      “He’s been at her place every night this week,” Colton says to Theo.

      “He said he’s not coming to the party tonight,” Theo says to Colton.

      Colton stares at me. “Seriously? You have to be there. The whole team is going.”

      “What are you guys talking about?” Wes asks, appearing at the end of the row of lockers.

      “Eli’s not going to the party tonight,” Colton says.

      “Why?” Wes asks.

      “Because of his girlfriend,” Theo says. “She can’t be there, so he can’t either.”

      “Would you stop talking about this?” I say. “Who the fuck cares if I go? It’s just a stupid party.”

      “I get that you want to see her,” Wes says. “But you can’t skip the party. Just show up for a few hours. You don’t have to be there all night.”

      “I already don’t get much time with her between classes and football. I’m not going to waste two or three hours at a party I don’t want to be at when I could be with Pa—” I stop, realizing I almost said her name.

      “He’s not here,” Theo says. “He’s in his office, yelling at Zane about something.”

      “So maybe you skip tonight,” Wes says to me. “But you can’t do that every week. People are gonna be asking about you.”

      “I already told him that,” Theo says.

      I point at Colton. “He missed parties because of Ella.”

      “Like one or two,” Colton says. “Not all of them.”

      “Just go for an hour,” Wes says, going over to his locker. “I’m sure she’d understand.”

      “You should tell him the news,” I say to Theo, trying to change topics.

      “What news?” he asks.

      “About your wedding.” I look at Wes. “Theo just made you best man.”

      “Shut up,” Colton says, whacking my arm.

      Wes looks over at Theo. “Is this a joke? You didn’t actually propose, did you?”

      “No, I just told Colton he’s out as best man because he says he’s going to make out with Ella in front of me if they ever get married.”

      “Seems reasonable,” Wes says.

      “What the hell?” Theo throws his hands up. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

      “Theo, c’mon,” Wes says. “A guy should be able to kiss his wife in front of people.”

      “Anyone else? Sure. But not Colton. I don’t want to see that shit.” He points to me. “Wes is out. You’re in as best man.”

      “Great,” I mutter. “It’s always nice to be picked last.”

      Colton laughs. “You can be my best man too. It was going to be Theo, but if he’s going to tell me I can’t kiss Ella at our wedding, he’s out.”

      “I’ll allow it at the wedding,” Theo scoffs. “But after that, I don’t want to see it.”

      “Then I don’t want to see you and Darcy going at it,” Colton says. “How many times did I go to your house last year and have to sit there while you two practically had sex right in front of me?”

      “We weren’t that bad.”

      “You were. You still are. Ask Ella. She agrees with me.”

      “Hey.” Zane stops by the row of lockers. “Coach wants everyone out on the field.”

      “Yeah, we’re coming,” I say.

      “What’d you get in trouble for?” Theo asks Zane.

      He shrugs. “Who the fuck knows? I wasn’t listening.”

      I wish I could be that way, not caring about getting in trouble. But I’ve got more to lose than Zane. He’s rich, like everyone else here. If he loses his scholarship, it doesn’t matter. His parents will pay for school. My parents can’t. What little money they put away for my college went to pay my dad’s medical bills.

      I still haven’t heard about his test results. I don’t know why it takes so long. Well, I kind of do. Being premed, I know how the medical system works. The tests have to be read and a report written up, which can take forever if there’s a backup of tests waiting to go through the process.

      “That’s it for today!” Coach yells, just before seven.

      “Is he joking?” Wes says to Theo and me as we stand beside him. “He never lets us go this early.”

      “I heard he might,” Theo says. “But I didn’t think he’d actually do it.”

      “Everyone go home and get rested up for tomorrow,” Coach says. “Don’t be idiots and spend tonight drinking and partying. We need another win or you’ll be working twice as hard next week.”

      Some guys behind us groan.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Wes says to Theo and me.

      We go back to the locker room to shower. I’m dressed and out of there before anyone else, wanting to hurry up so I can go see Paige.

      “Tate!” Coach yells as I’m about to walk out of the building.

      I turn back. “Yeah?”

      “I want to ask you something.” He comes up to me. “It’s about my daughter.”

      My pulse speeds up. “What about her?”

      “You and her work together. Isn’t that right?”

      “We don’t really work together. I just set up her lab.”

      “But you see her.”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “I’m wondering how she’s doing.” He clears his throat. “I’ve been spending so much time here that I haven’t had time to talk to her.”

      That’s because you won’t make time for her. You’re shutting her out because you’re an angry, stubborn old man who won’t let your daughter have her own opinions or make her own decisions. That’s what I want to say, but I don’t.

      “She seems okay,” I tell him.

      “You gotta give me more than that, Tate. How’s she look? She been eating? Getting sleep?”

      “Um, I don’t know. I don’t talk to her much.”

      “You don’t have to talk to her,” he says like I’m an idiot. “Just looking at her. Is she losing weight? Does she look tired?”

      Paige asked me the same thing about him. The two of them really look out for each other. I’m guessing that happened after her mom died. Paige worried about her dad and he worried about her. It makes sense why he’s so attached to her. She’s attached to him too, but she’s trying to break free and have her own life and he won’t let her.

      “I haven’t noticed her looking any different,” I say.

      “Good.” He nods. “That’s good.”

      “Why don’t you have her over this weekend? You’re not working Sunday. You two could catch up.”

      “I didn’t ask for your advice, Tate.”

      I shrug. “I’m just trying to help.”

      “I don’t need it.” He shoos me away. “Get out of here. And don’t be drinking tonight.”

      I won’t be, I think to myself as I leave. I’ll be with your daughter.

      If he only knew. I can’t believe he asked me about her. I think I did an okay job pretending to know nothing about her. He didn’t seem to suspect anything.

      When I get to Paige’s apartment, she’s in the kitchen stirring something on the stove.

      “What’s all this?” I ask, coming up behind her, my arms going around her.

      “I’m making us dinner.” She turns to me and I give her a kiss. “I went to the store and found this frozen pasta meal you just heat in a skillet. They claim it tastes like it came from a restaurant. Since we can’t go out, I thought it’d be fun to try for date night.”

      “Sorry I can’t take you out. I wish it didn’t have to be this way.”

      She turns back to the stove and goes back to stirring whatever’s in the skillet. She doesn’t say anything, but I know what she’s thinking. She wants to tell her dad about us so we can stop hiding and go out like a regular couple. She’s convinced she can get him to be okay with it, which I think is crazy. There’s no way he’d be okay with it. He’s still mad at her for not wanting to celebrate her mom’s birthday. I can’t even imagine how angry he’d be if she told him she’s dating one of his players, especially me, who he can’t stand.

      “I talked to your dad,” I say, grabbing a soda from the fridge.

      “You mean at practice?”

      “It was after. He caught me as I was leaving to come here.”

      “And?” She looks back at me. “What did he say?”

      “He asked how you’re doing. He’s worried about you.”

      “Why would he ask you this?”

      “Because we work together.”

      “Oh. I guess that makes sense.” She turns back to the stove. “What’d you tell him?”

      “That you seemed okay. Then I told him he should invite you over this weekend.”

      She stops stirring, staring down at the skillet. “Did he say he would?”

      “No. He said he didn’t ask for my advice.”

      She shrugs. “I’m sure he won’t invite me. He’s waiting for me to go over there and apologize.”

      “What about your mom’s birthday? What are you going to do?”

      “I’m not sure. When he told me he didn’t want me going with him, I wasn’t sure if he was serious. He might decide he still wants me to go.”

      “He needs to hurry up. It’s next week.”

      “I’m guessing he’ll go without me, then punish me when he’s back by continuing to ignore me.”

      “That’s just wrong,” I say, shaking my head. “If I ever had kids, I’d never do that to them.”

      “He didn’t used to be like this. Growing up, he was a great dad.” She turns the stove down. “It just needs to simmer until it’s done.”

      My phone chimes with a text from my dad. My stomach clenches and my pulse speeds up. “My dad wants me to call him.”

      Paige looks over at me. “Right now?”

      “He didn’t say, but I assume he means now.” I hold up my phone. “This could be it. The news I don’t want to hear.”

      “Or it could be good. Maybe his test results were negative.”

      “Should I call him?” I walk to the living room and sit down. “I kind of want to wait. This is going to ruin our night.”

      “Eli, you can’t avoid it. Just call him.” She comes over and sits next to me on the couch. “I’m right here if you need me.”

      “Okay, I’ll do it.” I take a deep breath and call my dad.
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      “Hey, dad,” Eli says. “I saw your text. What’s up?”

      Eli gets up and paces the floor. He’s so nervous. I feel bad for him. I know what it’s like to wait for results and assume the worst. As he listens to his dad talk, he continues to pace, chewing on his lip, his eyes darting around.

      “Yeah, I’m sorry you can’t make it tomorrow,” he says, referring to the game. “Maybe the next one. So what about your tests? Did you hear anything back?” He pauses. “Call me as soon as you know.” He listens, then says, “Dad, it’s okay. Don’t worry about it. We’ve got a lot more games coming up.” He nods. “Love you too. Bye.”

      I get up and go over to Eli. “What’d he say?”

      “He was calling about the game. He feels bad he can’t be there tomorrow.”

      “What about his tests? When will he get results?”

      “Sometime next week.”

      “I’m sorry.” I hug him. “I know you were hoping to get an answer.”

      “I was, but I wasn’t. I didn’t want to hear that the cancer’s back, but not knowing also sucks. Now I’ll just keep worrying.”

      “Let’s go sit down.” I take his hand and lead him back to the couch.

      “I always thought it’d come back,” he says, staring at the floor as he sits beside me. “But I thought it’d be later, when he was older. I was hoping by then I’d be working in the field, knowing all the latest treatments. I thought I could save him.”

      “That’s why you’re going to med school?” I ask, because in all the times we’ve talked about this, he’s never told me that’s the reason, although I assumed his dad’s illness might be connected to his career choice.

      He nods. “It’s why I want to be an oncologist. But I’ve still got years of school to get through. By the time I’m done, it’ll be too late for my dad.”

      I shift to face him. “Don’t think that way. I know your mind wants to go to the worst-case scenario. Mine did when I was going through this with my mom. But that’s not what she wanted. She wanted me to stay positive, and I’m guessing your dad feels the same.”

      “He does. He told me not to worry, that everything will be fine. He said to focus on the game tomorrow and get him a win.” Eli smiles a little. “He says if I don’t, I owe him five bucks for the bet he placed with John, our next-door neighbor.”

      “Your neighbor bet against you?”

      “Just for fun. It’s nothing serious. John’s a good guy. I’m sure he made the bet to get my dad’s mind focused on the game instead of his test results coming back next week.”

      “Does he know what day?”

      “Monday or Tuesday.”

      “If you want me there when you find out, just let me know. I’ll go to your place or you could come here.”

      “Thanks. I might take you up on that.” He sniffs the air. “Is something burning?”

      “Dinner!” I jump up and race to the stove, grabbing a spoon and stirring the pasta around in the skillet. “I think it’s okay. The stuff on the bottom was starting to burn, but it’s fine now.”

      “You want some help?” Eli asks, getting up.

      “I think I’m good.”

      There’s a knock on the door.

      “Could you get that?” I say.

      “Are you expecting someone?” Eli asks, walking to the door.

      “No. It’s probably Lucy, stopping by to say hi.”

      There’s another knock. “Paige?”

      Eli jumps back from the door, looking at it like it’s on fire.

      “Paige, you in there?” my dad says.

      What is he doing here? And how’d he get in the building without me pushing the button to unlock the door?

      Eli races over to me and whispers, “What are we going to do?”

      “I’ll tell him to go,” I say, wiping my hands on a dishtowel.

      “He’s not going to just leave. He obviously came here for a reason.”

      “Go hide in my bedroom. In the closet, just in case he goes in my room.”

      “Why would he go in your bedroom?”

      “I don’t know. Just go! Hurry up!”

      “Paige,” my dad says, knocking again.

      “I’m coming!” I yell, shooing Eli away.

      He goes to my room while I hurry to answer the door.

      “Dad,” I say, sounding out of breath. “Sorry it took so long for me to answer. I didn’t know you were coming over.”

      “We need to talk,” he says in a gruff tone.

      “Go ahead,” I say, noticing the bags under his eyes. He hasn’t been sleeping. I haven’t slept much either since we had our fight.

      “You gonna let me in?” he asks.

      “Oh. Yes.” I step aside.

      He comes into the apartment and looks around. “You got yourself settled, I see.”

      “It’s not quite finished, but it’s almost there.”

      “What’s that smell?” he asks, sniffing the air.

      “Dinner.” I go to the stove and lower the heat.

      “Shouldn’t you be out on a Friday night? I thought you’d made friends with that girl next door.”

      “Lucy. Yes, we’re friends, but she had plans tonight.” I walk over to him. “Should we sit down?”

      He nods and follows me to the couch.

      “I wanted to discuss next week,” he says, sounding like we’re in a business meeting.

      “About going home,” I say, assuming that’s what he means.

      “I’m leaving on Sunday. I want to get there early, check on the house, make sure everything’s good. I know Dan said he’d keep an eye on it, but you know me. I can’t count on people following through.”

      Dan is our neighbor who promised to watch the house after I moved here. My dad told him he’d be moving back in December, but that hasn’t been decided. I really hope he doesn’t apply for the full-time coaching job. I love my dad, but I really need some time away from him. Those few months last summer when he was here and I was back home in Philly, I felt like I finally had freedom. I could do what I wanted without having to worry about my dad. I want that again, but it won’t happen if he stays here, watching my every move.

      “Anyway,” he says. “I’ll leave first thing on Sunday and head back Tuesday morning.”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      I’m not going to ask if he wants me to go with him. I’ve already offered and he turned me down. I’m not going to beg him to let me go when it’s not even what I want. I’ve been thinking about it and I decided it’s better if he goes alone. He won’t be distracted by me and can focus on himself and maybe work through his feelings about losing my mom. I wish that would happen, but it probably won’t. He thinks he’s fine.

      He turns toward me, stretching his arm over the back of the couch. “So how have you been?”

      “Good. Busy with school. My job.”

      “How’s that going? Your job?”

      “I like it. If I wasn’t going into pharmaceuticals, I might have gone into teaching.”

      “I could see you doing that.”

      This is so odd. He’s been ignoring me all week and now it’s like everything’s back to normal, although he’s still acting formal and business-like.

      “How’s that kid working out?”

      “What kid?”

      “The one setting up your lab.”

      “Eli?” I ask, my pulse racing just saying his name.

      “Yeah. He doing his job okay?”

      “Yes, he’s very good. And fast. He’s always done early.”

      “At least he’s good at something,” my dad mumbles. “It sure as hell ain’t football.”

      “I think you’re too hard on him. He played well in last week’s game.”

      He eyes me. “Why were you paying attention to Tate?”

      “I pay attention to all the players. I was just watching Eli to see if he deserved that award you give him all the time.”

      “How do you know about that?” he asks in a suspicious tone.

      I try to come up with an explanation. I’m so nervous I keep blurting things out without thinking. This is so ridiculous. I shouldn’t be nervous talking to my dad. And I shouldn’t be lying to him. I wouldn’t have to if he’d let me date who I want and not try to control every part of my life.

      “Eli might’ve mentioned it,” I say. “When I saw him at the lab.”

      “Why the hell would he bring that up to you?” My dad takes his arm off the couch and turns to me. “Was he trying to get you to talk to me? Tell me to be easier on him?”

      “No. Not at all. In fact, it was more of a joke.” I laugh, hoping it’ll help sell the story. “I told him he did well in the game last week and he said something about how my dad would disagree, then he mentioned getting the least improved player award.”

      My dad stares at me. “How often do you talk to that boy?”

      “Not very often. He’s always in the lab while I’m in the office. I only talk to him if I go out to the lab to check on something.”

      A noise comes from the bedroom.

      “What was that?” my dad asks, looking down the hall toward my bedroom.

      I shrug. “Something probably fell off a shelf.”

      What is Eli doing in there? He’s supposed to be hiding in the closet, not walking around, making noise.

      “Things don’t just fall off shelves,” my dad says. “You got someone in there?”

      “No! Of course not,” I say with a laugh, to express how ridiculous it would be for me to be hiding someone in my room.

      “It sounds like something broke.” My dad gets up. “I’ll go check it out.”

      “No. Dad, I’m sure it’s fine.”

      He doesn’t listen and heads down the hall to my room. I race in front of him before he gets to the door.

      “I don’t want you going in there,” I say. “It’s a mess.”

      “Yeah? So? We gotta see what made that noise. If it was a mouse knocking something over, you’re going to want me to get rid of it.”

      “It’s not a mouse,” I say, blocking the door. “If it was, I would’ve seen droppings. I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      “Would you just move out of the way so I can check?” He reaches around me to the door handle.

      “Okay,” I say, loud enough for Eli to hear. “If you really want to check my room, go ahead.”

      My dad looks at me. “Why are you talking so loud? I’m not deaf.”

      “Sorry,” I mutter, stepping aside as he opens the door.

      He walks in and looks around. “You call this a mess?”

      I cleaned up my room before Eli got here. My bed is made and everything’s put away.

      “It was messier earlier today.” I walk over to the closet, my back to it. “I cleaned up a little when I got home.”

      “Then why’d you say it was a mess?”

      “I forgot I cleaned it.”

      He glances at the door. “Why do you keep your bedroom door closed? You live alone. Nobody’s coming in here but you.”

      “Habit, I guess,” I say with a shrug. “It looks like everything’s good in here. Why don’t we go back to the living room?”

      He walks toward me and my heart pounds as I prepare for him to open the closet. I calm down when I see him going over to the bookcase that’s next to the closet.

      “I always liked this one,” he says, picking up a photo of my mom and me at the park. I was only six, wearing a little pink dress, my hair pulled back in a ponytail. My mom set up a tea party for us under a giant oak tree and told me to look for fairies because they often hang out around trees. I never saw one, but I had fun looking. It was one of my favorite memories. My dad took the picture of us, then joined us and pretended to sip tea from tiny cups. I’m sure people were watching us, smiling when they saw this big, muscular man at a tea party with his little girl.

      That was the dad I grew up with, the one I’d like to get back. He was so different than he is now.

      “That tiny cup looked so funny in your hand,” I say, remembering back. “Mom couldn’t stop laughing.”

      “She had a great laugh,” he says in a solemn tone, putting the photo back.

      I wish he could feel good remembering her instead of always feeling sad. But he’s just not able to, or maybe he thinks it’s wrong to feel happy when he thinks of her.

      “Let’s go,” I say, heading to the door. “I need to check on dinner.”

      He stares at the closet. “What about in there? You think something fell?”

      “No!” I race over to the closet. “Don’t look in there. That’s where I hid your Christmas gift.”

      “Christmas?” His brows rise. “It’s only September.”

      “I like to shop early.” I grab his arm. “C’mon. I have to check the food or it’s going to burn.”

      We finally leave my room, but I don’t close my door, knowing it’ll make him question me if I do.

      “What are you making?” he asks, following me to the kitchen.

      “Just some packaged meal I found in the freezer aisle,” I say, trying to make it sound terrible so he doesn’t ask if he can stay for dinner. If it were just me here, I wouldn’t care if he stayed. But poor Eli’s waiting in the closet. I need to get rid of my dad.

      “What was that?” he says, looking back toward the bedroom.

      “I didn’t hear anything.”

      “It sounded like a phone ringing.”

      I didn’t hear it, but I’m also standing over a pan of bubbling pasta with the stove fan running.

      “I must’ve left my phone in there,” I say. “I’ll get it later.”

      “Your phone’s right here,” my dad says, pointing to it.

      “Then it was Lucy’s. The walls here are really thin. You hear everything.”

      “You said Lucy was out tonight.”

      “Maybe she stopped at home to get something.” I take the skillet off the burner and turn off the stove. “Dad, I don’t mean to rush you, but I have to eat and then catch up on some reading for class.”

      “Why don’t I join you?” He glances at the skillet. “Looks like you got enough there for two.”

      Damn. I knew he’d invite himself for dinner and I can’t really tell him no. How would I explain that?

      “Um, sure,” I say, grabbing some plates from the cupboard. “But then I have to study. I’m way behind on my reading.”

      “Why are you so behind?” he asks, taking a seat on the stool next to the counter. I don’t have a dining table. When I’m alone, I usually eat on the couch.

      “I’ve just been busy,” I say, dishing the pasta onto our plates. “Teaching the lab is more work than I thought it’d be.” I set his plate down in front of him, then get him a fork. “Let me know if you like it.”

      He takes a bite. “It’s not terrible.”

      I smile. “That bad, huh? I’ve never made it. I just saw it and thought I’d try it.”

      “It’s better than I could make.” He takes another bite.

      “You could teach yourself to cook. It could be a new hobby.”

      “I don’t need a hobby,” he says as I get us both some water.

      “So do you think we’ll win tomorrow?” I ask.

      We talk about the game for the rest of dinner. I finished before he did, eating as fast as I could, hoping it’d make my dad hurry up and leave.

      “I’m going to clean this up,” I say, taking my plate to the sink.

      “I should get going,” he says, bringing me his plate. “I need to be up early tomorrow.”

      “I’ll walk you to the door.” I leave the plates in the sink and hurry to dry my hands.

      “So,” he says, standing at the door. “We good now?”

      “Yes.” I smile. “Thanks for stopping by.”

      “I’ll let you know when I’m back in town.” He goes out the door. “See ya, Paige.”

      “Bye, Dad.”

      He doesn’t hug me. He’s still mad at me, but doesn’t want to keep fighting. I wonder if that little talk he had with Eli earlier is what made him come over here.

      “Is he gone?” I hear Eli say.

      I turn back and see him coming into the living room. “Yes, he just left.”

      Eli sighs. “I didn’t think he’d ever go.”

      “I’m so sorry.” I walk over to Eli. “He wanted to stay for dinner and I couldn’t really tell him no.”

      “Why did he come in your room?”

      “He heard a noise. What happened? Did you drop something?”

      “My phone, but it wasn’t that loud.”

      “It was loud enough to hear. He almost opened the closet to check if the noise came from there, but I stopped him.”

      “Yeah, I heard. The Christmas gift thing was a good idea.”

      “I don’t think he bought it, but at least he didn’t open the closet. Hey, do you want dinner? I have plenty left over.”

      “No, I lost my appetite the minute your dad showed up.”

      “We should just tell him. This is getting ridiculous. We can’t even go out on a Friday night.”

      “Yeah, I know,” he says, looking down. “I understand if you don’t want to do this.”

      “I do. I just want us to be a normal couple and not have to hide out here in my apartment.”

      “You could come to my place. You’d just have to park down the street or have someone drop you off.”

      I roll my eyes before I can stop myself. Eli notices and goes past me to the couch.

      “Paige, I know this sucks, but I don’t know how to fix it.”

      “Let’s not worry about it.” I join him on the couch. “He’s gone now and we have the rest of the night together.” I turn to him and smile. “Oh, and he’ll be gone Sunday so if you’d like to invite me over, or maybe take me out, there’s a very good chance I’d say yes.”

      Eli slowly smiles. “He’ll be gone the whole day?”

      “All day.”

      He holds my hand. “Would you spend the day with me Sunday? At my house? And let me take you to dinner?”

      “At an actual restaurant?”

      “We’ll have to hide out in the back, but yeah.”

      “I’d love to! It’s a date.”

      It’ll be our first official date. I’m excited about it, but also feel guilty for not going back to Philly with my dad. But I know in my heart that my mom would rather have me doing something that makes me happy than spending the next few days mourning her death. And being with Eli makes me happy.
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      “This has been a really good date,” Paige says, turning to face me as we lie in bed Sunday night.

      “It’s been great. Best date I’ve ever had. And the longest. What are we up to? Twelve hours?”

      “I was here at nine this morning.” She checks the clock. “So yeah, twelve hours.”

      “You up for another twelve?”

      “Are you asking me to spend the night?”

      I wrap my arm around her waist and tug her against me. “Say yes.”

      “Let me think.” She pauses a moment. “Yes. I’ll stay.”

      I assumed she’d agreed to it. It’s been a perfect day and neither one of us wants it to end. Yesterday was good too. We won the game, which means my dad won his bet. He called me, saying how excited he was that we won. My brother was excited too. He told all his friends we were going to win and would’ve been embarrassed if we’d lost.

      After the game, I hung out with the guys, not wanting to go to Paige’s apartment in case her dad showed up again. She thought he might, just to tell her goodbye before his trip. I didn’t want to risk being there if he did, so I didn’t go to her place at all yesterday. Last night, I went to a party at Zane’s house but left early and went to bed.

      When Paige got here this morning, we had breakfast with Colton and Ella. Colton and I made the food while the girls sat at the counter and made fun of our cooking skills. Paige and Ella get along great. They set up a time to go running together this week.

      After breakfast, I showed Paige my room and, as expected, we ended up in bed. That was the first of the three times we did it today. The second time was this afternoon, and the third was just now. I can’t get enough of her. There’s something about having her here, at my house, being around my friends, that makes me want her even more.

      At noon, we went to Wes and Avery’s place for lunch. They had a cookout and invited Theo, Darcy, Colton, Ella, and me. I’m always going to these things alone, but I finally had someone to go with so I texted Wes and told him I was bringing Paige. It was nice not having to sit there and watch all the couples kissing and holding hands, but to actually be able to do that stuff with Paige.

      We ate outside and Wes got the fire pit going so the girls could roast marshmallows. It was a cool fall day and Paige kept snuggling up to me to keep warm. Wes was watching us, a look of concern on his face like he thinks this isn’t going to end well. I’m worried about that too, but I’ve fallen so hard for Paige that I push the worry aside so I don’t have to deal with it.

      Around two, Paige and I went back to the house. We made love in the shower, a first for us, then I took her to get her favorite coffee drink and we went to the park. We walked on the trail and Paige kept stopping to gaze at the trees, which are turning shades of yellow, orange, and red. She sees beauty in everything, even this green worm-like thing I almost stepped on. It’s hard to believe she’s related to Coach, who’s annoyed by everything and always seems to be in a bad mood. Paige clearly takes after her mom.

      We left the park and went out for dinner. I let Paige pick the place, hoping she wouldn’t choose some place expensive since I’m really low on cash. She picked a sports bar that happens to be one of my favorite places in town, and we stayed there for almost two hours. There was a sports show on the TV hanging above us, which got us talking about football. I couldn’t believe how much she knows. Having a dad who’s a coach, it makes sense she’d be an expert on the game, but until today, we haven’t really talked about it. Her knowledge of football is just another thing I love about her.

      After dinner, we went back to my house. Theo was there, playing video games with Colton. Darcy was reading one of her romance books. She was thrilled when Paige showed up. The two of them got a drink and went out to the patio to talk while I stayed inside with the guys. It was another example of how well Paige fits in with my friends. They all love her, especially the girls.

      Around seven, I stole Paige back from Darcy and we went in my room, which is where we’ve been the past couple hours.

      “Wouldn’t it be great if we could do this every weekend?” Paige asks.

      “It’d be awesome. Today was perfect.”

      She sits up. “What if we told my dad about us? I know he wouldn’t react well at first, but he’d get over it, eventually.”

      I sigh. “Paige, we’ve been over this a million times. I’m not going to risk losing my scholarship. If I lose it, I have to drop out of school.”

      “He can’t take your scholarship. I told you, the people above him would have to do that.”

      “Yeah, and your dad would convince them to. I’m telling you, Paige, the guy hates me.”

      “He doesn’t hate you. He acts that way with everyone on the team.”

      “I’m not willing to risk it. Even if he didn’t kick me off the team, he could make things worse for me. Make me work twice as hard in the gym. Make me stay late at practice.”

      “Okay, fine. We won’t tell him.” She lays down, her head on my chest. “I’m just tired of hiding. I want a real relationship, where we can actually go out in public together.”

      “I want that too. And we’ll have it once your dad’s no longer my coach.”

      She’s quiet after that. She’s disappointed I didn’t agree to tell her dad about us, but she doesn’t know him like I do. She isn’t at practice every day, seeing how he treats me, and everyone else on the team. She doesn’t hear how he talks to us, criticizes us, and loses his temper when we make a mistake. If Paige knew that side of her dad, she’d understand why we can’t be together the way she wants, at least not right now.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, Paige leaves to go back to her apartment to get ready for class. She didn’t say much before she left. I hope she was just tired and not angry at me.

      “Finally left your room?” Colton jokes as I walk out to the living room. He’s in the kitchen, mixing up a protein shake.

      “We weren’t in there that long,” I say, going to the refrigerator.

      “You went in there after dinner and never came out. We were going to see if you guys wanted to watch a movie, but we didn’t want to knock on your door in case you were… busy.” He laughs.

      “We were.” I take a sports drink from the fridge. “I wanted to be alone with her. That might be the only time she comes over here. I didn’t want to waste it hanging out with you and Theo. No offense.”

      “None taken. I get it.” He gulps down his protein shake. “So things are going well with you two?”

      “As well as they can without being able to leave her apartment.”

      “You left her apartment yesterday.”

      “Only because her dad’s out of town. Who knows when that’ll happen again?” I shake up the sports drink and twist open the lid. “I’m getting worried.”

      “About what?”

      “Paige. She keeps saying she wants to tell her dad about us so we can be a normal couple and go out and do stuff.”

      “But she knows you can’t do that. Her dad would kill you.”

      “She thinks he’ll get over it. She doesn’t know him like we do.” I gulp down some of the sports drink. “She brought it up again last night. And when I told her we’re not telling him, she got really quiet. She was quiet this morning too. I’m worried she doesn’t want to be with me. That she’d rather be with someone she doesn’t have to hide from her dad.”

      “She seemed pretty into you yesterday.”

      “That was before she brought up wanting to tell her dad about us.”

      “Talk to her. Ask her what’s wrong. Maybe it has nothing to do with you.”

      As soon as he says that, I remember that today is her mom’s birthday.

      “Shit,” I mutter.

      “What’s wrong?” Colton asks.

      “Today’s her mom’s birthday. Maybe that’s why she was quiet. I should’ve asked her how she was doing. I need to go call her.” I race back to my room and call Paige.

      “Hey, I’m heading out the door,” she says when she answers. “Can we talk later?”

      “Yeah, I just wanted to see how you’re doing. Sorry I didn’t ask you before you left. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “I’m okay,” she says, but she doesn’t sound okay.

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “No. I just need to get through the day.” I hear the door closing and noises in the background as she goes down the hall.

      “What can I do to help? Bring you lunch? Get you flowers? A cupcake from that bakery you like? Just name it.”

      “That’s sweet, Eli, but I’ll be fine.” I hear road noise as she goes out to her car. “I think I’m more sad for my dad than for me. I feel bad that he’s alone today.”

      “Paige, you offered to go with him more than once and he turned you down.”

      “I know, but I still feel bad not being there.”

      “You could call him.”

      “I did, and he didn’t pick up. Eli, I need to go. Can we talk later?”

      “Yeah, you’ll be at the lab today, right?”

      “I wasn’t supposed to be, but I told the professor I decided not to take today off, so yes, I’ll be there.”

      “Then I’ll see you at two, but call me if you need anything before then.”

      “Okay. Bye, Eli.”

      She sounded really sad. I know it’s because of what today is, but I wonder if I’m also to blame for why she’s feeling this way. If I am, then maybe I’m not the right guy for her. I can’t give her the relationship she wants, and if that makes her sad, then maybe she should find someone else. Someone who makes her happy.
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      The morning drags on for what seems like forever. I want it to hurry up so I can go to my job and see Paige. She hasn’t texted me or called me, but I didn’t think she would. Her Mondays are really busy.

      When it’s finally two, I go to the lab but don’t see Paige in the office. I go in there and set down the cupcake I got her and a latte from the place where Ella works. It’s not much, but I’m hoping it’ll make her feel better.

      I get to work setting up the lab. By two-thirty, Paige still isn’t there and I wonder if she decided not to come in. Then just before I’m about to leave, she shows up, looking flustered as she races into the room.

      “You okay?” I ask, following her to the office.

      “Not really. I had to stay after class to talk to my professor and then I forgot my notes for lab and had to go home and get them.” She drops her backpack on the desk and notices the cupcake box. “What’s this?”

      “I got it for you. Along with the coffee, which is probably cold now. But the cupcake is probably still good.”

      She smiles a little. “Thanks, Eli. That was really sweet.” She moves the cupcake and coffee aside and takes out her laptop as she sits down at the desk. “I have to get ready for lab. Sorry I don’t have time to talk.”

      “We can talk later. I don’t have practice today so I could come over when you’re done with the lab.”

      She looks up from the laptop. “I think I want to be alone tonight.”

      “But this is the last night without your dad here. I thought we were going out.”

      Her shoulders sag. “I don’t feel like it.”

      “We could order something in. Watch a movie.”

      “Maybe some other night.”

      “Yeah. Okay.” I walk to the door. “If you change your mind, just let me know.”

      “Yeah, bye.” She glances up at me before focusing back on her laptop.

      She’s acting like she wants nothing to do with me. We had such a good time yesterday. What happened? Is she mad at me, or is she just upset because today’s her mom’s birthday?

      “Eli!” Wes yells as I’m walking across campus, heading to my truck. He catches up to me. “You and Paige want to come over tonight? Since we don’t have practice, Avery and I decided to have some people over. Order some food. Hang out.”

      “Thanks, but I’m gonna pass.” I look around and lower my voice. “And you’re not supposed to say her name.”

      “Yeah, sorry, I forgot. But he’s not here, so I think we’re good. You guys already have plans tonight?”

      “I’m not sure we’re even dating anymore.”

      His brows draw together. “What do you mean? She was with you all day yesterday.”

      “She was, and everything was great. And now she’s acting like she doesn’t want me around.”

      “Maybe she’s just having a bad day.”

      “She is. Today’s her mom’s birthday.”

      “Oh. Shit. That’s hard, or it was for me. I used to feel like shit on my dad’s birthday. It’s not as bad now that I have Avery to help me through it.”

      “Yeah, exactly. Paige should want me to be there for her, but she just told me she wants to be alone.”

      “Everyone’s different. Some people would rather be alone. I wouldn’t take it personally. If you offered to be with her and she told you she wants to be alone, then you need to respect that. If I were you, I’d check in with her tonight, maybe send her a text, and if she still wants to be alone, then let her. Don’t be mad at her for that.”

      “I’m not mad. I’m worried. I’m thinking she wants to end this.”

      “I think you’re overreacting. This isn’t about you. She’s just dealing with the loss of her mom and needs some time to herself.”

      “You really think that’s all it is?”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t worry about it. She sounds like Avery. When her dad’s birthday comes around, she gets really quiet. She hardly talks to me all day. And I’m fine with it. Whatever she needs to do. I don’t expect her to react the same way I do.”

      “Yeah, maybe you’re right. I’m just not used to Paige being this way. She’s always excited to see me. And when she’s upset about something, she wants to talk to me about it.”

      “This is different. There’s a lot of emotion wrapped up in days like this. When someone you loved is gone, you imagine what they’d be doing if they’d made it to this age. You think about all the stuff they missed, or what they’ll miss in the future. Even now, every time we have a game, I think about my dad, wishing he was there in the stands, seeing me play.”

      His comment makes me think of my own dad and how I’d feel if he were no longer here. How I’d feel every year on his birthday or on holidays. I don’t want to imagine it because I don’t want it to be true.

      “Just check in with her later,” Wes says. “Or leave her alone, like she asked. I’m sure by tomorrow or the next day, everything will go back to normal.”

      “I hope so,” I say, my voice distant, my mind still on my dad.

      “You sure you don’t want to come over?” Wes asks. “It’d be better than sitting home worrying about this.”

      “I can’t. I have homework I need to do and I’m way behind on my reading for Biochem.”

      “Well, come over if you change your mind. You could at least have dinner.” He walks away. “See ya later.”

      “Yeah, see ya.”

      I lied to Wes. I won’t be doing homework or reading the chapters assigned for Biochem. I’ll be thinking about Paige, hoping she’s okay and wanting to see her. And I’ll be worrying about my dad, knowing his test results are coming soon.

      Going to Wes’ house, being around people who are laughing and joking around, is not where I want to be right now. If my friends knew what I’m going through, and what I’ve already been through, they’d understand. But I still don’t want to tell them, not until I know what’s going on with my dad. Paige is the only person I can talk to about that, but she wants to be alone. I get it, and I’ll respect her wishes, but I really hope she talks to me tomorrow. I hope this isn’t her way of telling me it’s over between us.
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      It’s seven-thirty and I’ve been scrolling through movies to stream for twenty minutes but can’t find anything I want to watch. When I got home this afternoon, I tried to study, but couldn’t. My mind keeps going to Paige, wondering if she meant it when she said she wanted to be alone, or if I should reach out to her and see if she wants me to come over. I almost called her an hour ago, but then decided not to, thinking about what Wes said, about how some people need space or quiet time on days like this.

      I’m going crazy being alone in the house. Usually, I like it when Colton leaves, but tonight I wish he were here to keep my mind off Paige. The guy talks constantly. Even if I wasn’t completely listening, just hearing his mindless chatter would be better than sitting here in silence.

      Maybe I should go to Wes’ house. I could at least eat dinner there. I haven’t eaten since I got home from campus. I’m not hungry, but I really should eat, and it’d be good for me to be around my friends so I’m not tempted to call Paige.

      I leave my room, and as I’m walking to the door, my phone rings. I stop to answer it, thinking it might be Paige. But instead I see ‘dad’ on the screen. My pulse races. This is it. The call I’ve been dreading. He got his results back.

      “Hey, Dad,” I answer in a cheerful tone that’s the complete opposite of how I feel. “What’s up?”

      “Your mother and I want to talk to you. Do you have a minute?”

      They both want to talk to me? Shit. This is going to be bad.

      “Yeah, I’m just hanging out at home.” I go over to the couch to sit down. “What do you want to talk about?”

      I know the answer so I don’t know why I asked.

      “Hi, honey,” my mom says. She has that lift in her voice that happens when she’s trying to sound like nothing’s wrong, like everything will be fine.

      “Hey, Mom.” I swallow, my throat feeling dry and scratchy. I’d get up and get a drink, but I don’t want to move from the couch.

      “Your mother and I have some news,” my dad says. “We spoke with my doctor today and it seems there’s a growth near my liver.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut and pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to hold back the emotions welling up inside me. My dad needs me to be calm. My mom does too.

      “We don’t want you worrying about this,” my dad says, as if not worrying is even an option. “The doctor has a plan mapped out for how to deal with it. He’s confident we caught it early enough for the treatment to work.”

      “What is it? What kind of tumor? What stage is it?” I fire off questions, unable to stop myself, my mind racing almost as fast as my heart.

      “Eli,” my dad says, interrupting me halfway through a question about his treatment. “I know you have concerns, but your mom and I think it’s best if we don’t go into all the details. It’ll just worry you and you won’t be able to focus on your schoolwork.”

      “I don’t care about school. Dad, you can’t shut me out like this. I want to know what’s going on. I want to know what the doctor said, what the treatment’s going to be. I don’t want you hiding this from me. I’m not a kid like I was last time. I’m an adult now. I can handle this.”

      “We know that,” my mom says. “But your father and I don’t feel it’s helpful to worry you with all the details. You have enough to worry about with school, football, your job.”

      “I don’t care about that stuff. I care about Dad and what’s going to happen to him.”

      “I’ll be fine,” my dad says. “Just like last time.”

      “Dad, you don’t know that. What did the doctor say? Did he give you any stats about the treatment’s success rate? Send me the information he gave you and I’ll look it up, including any drugs he’s—”

      “I’m not doing that,” my dad says in a stern tone. “You heard your mother. We’re not going into details. It’s not worth getting you all worked up about something you can’t do anything about. I didn’t even want to tell you, but your mother insisted.”

      “Are you serious?” I get up from the couch. “You weren’t going to tell me the cancer’s back?”

      “You didn’t need to know,” my dad says. “I could’ve taken care of this and never had to worry you. You’re on a good path. You got a bright future ahead of you. I don’t want to be interfering with that.”

      “You’re not. And even if it did interfere, it doesn’t fucking matter. I’m your son. You can’t keep something like this from me. What if you—” I stop before I say it, not wanting to even consider that he might die.

      “I think we’ve talked enough for tonight,” my dad says. “You get some rest and we’ll talk later this week.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I mutter, thinking it’s probably better if we end the call before it gets more heated. I’m furious at my dad for even considering not telling me. I need to cool off before we talk again.

      “Bye, honey,” my mom says. “We’ll talk later.”

      I throw my phone on the couch and rub my face, taking a deep breath to calm myself. I wish I could talk to Paige. She’d understand what I’m going through. I wonder if her parents ever tried to hide stuff from her when her mom was sick. I’m guessing they did, since she was still in high school when it happened. But I’m not in high school. I’m in college, studying to be a doctor. So why are my parents not telling me everything? Why do they think keeping me out of this is going to make me worry less? If anything, it’s making me worry more.

      My phone rings and I go to the couch to get it. I see Wes’ name on the screen and almost don’t answer, but then do it without really thinking.

      “Hey, what do you need?” I say.

      “I’m just wondering if you want to come over.”

      “I already told you I wasn’t going to.”

      “I know. I thought maybe you’d change your mind. We miss having you here.”

      “Thanks, but I’m gonna pass.”

      “Are you okay?” he asks, sensing something’s wrong. How the hell does he know this shit? He’s so damn perceptive it’s almost scary.

      “I’m fine,” I say, adding that lift to my voice like my mom uses to cover up when something’s wrong.

      “You’re not fine. What’s going on? Is this about Paige?”

      “No.”

      “Then what is it? What happened?”

      “Nothing. Just go back to your party.”

      “It’s not a party. We’re just hanging out. Now tell me what’s wrong.”

      I want to. I really do. Holding this in, not being able to talk about it, is weighing me down, making me feel like I can’t breathe. I want to talk to Paige, but this isn’t the time. She has her own issues to deal with today. I can’t be bothering her with mine.

      “Eli, c’mon. Tell me what’s going on.”

      “It’s my dad,” I say with a sigh. “He’s sick.”

      “What do you mean he’s sick? Like he’s in the hospital?”

      “No.” I pause. “He has cancer. He had it before and it’s back. My parents just called.”

      “Shit, why didn’t you tell us?”

      “I didn’t want people knowing. I thought… okay, I know this is stupid, but I thought if I told people he had cancer and got better that I’d jinx it and he’d get sick again. But I guess it didn’t matter because it came back anyway.”

      “We’ll be right over.”

      “Wait—what?” I look at my phone and see he ended the call.

      What does he mean they’ll be right over? I don’t want them here. I want to be alone.

      But when they show up ten minutes later, I’m relieved. Turns out I didn’t want to be alone. I just told myself I did because I don’t like talking about this stuff. I don’t want people feeling sorry for me or acting differently around me because of this. And part of me believes if I don’t talk about it, it’ll just go away. But it’s not going away, and I need to accept that.

      “Why didn’t you ever tell us about your dad?” Theo asks me.

      I shrug. “I don’t like talking about it.”

      “You could’ve at least told me,” Colton says. “We’re roommates. If I knew all this was going on, I wouldn’t have been giving you shit about making me clean up after myself.”

      Colton’s a slob. We’re always arguing about it. He’s gotten better since he started dating Ella, but he still leaves his clothes everywhere and doesn’t put his dishes away.

      “That’s why I didn’t want to tell anyone,” I say. “I don’t want you guys treating me differently because of this.”

      “So what do you want from us?” Theo asks. “How can we help?”

      “I don’t know. I’m still trying to accept this. My mind isn’t really working right now.”

      “Have you eaten?” Darcy asks.

      “We could make you something,” Avery says.

      “I’m not hungry,” I tell them. “But thanks.”

      “Have you talked to Paige?” Ella asks.

      “I can’t. She wants to be left alone.”

      “Why?” Darcy asks. “Are you guys fighting?”

      “It’s her mom’s birthday,” I say.

      “And she wants to be alone,” Avery says. “I get it. I’m the same way on my dad’s birthday.”

      “But wouldn’t she want to be with you?” Ella says to me. “You’re her boyfriend.”

      “Everyone handles it differently,” Avery says. “Sometimes when I’m really missing my dad, like on his birthday, I want to be left alone. I don’t even want Wes around.”

      He puts his arm around her.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t ask,” Darcy says to me. “But how did Paige’s mom die? Do you know?”

      “She had cancer,” I say.

      Theo glances at Wes, then back at me. “We thought it was a car accident. I guess because she was so young when she died. I mean, not really young, but you get what I’m saying.”

      I never told them Coach’s wife died. Paige did, but she didn’t tell them how she died, and I didn’t think I should. I assumed Paige would’ve told them if she wanted them to know. But now I just blurted it out without thinking. Maybe Paige wouldn’t care. She talks openly about it with me, and her friend Lucy knows. I think Coach is the one who’d be upset about it. He likes to keep his personal life private. The first couple months he was here, we all assumed he was divorced with no kids. We didn’t know he had a daughter until he told us to stay away from her.

      “Why don’t you call her?” Wes asks. “She knows what you’re going through. It might help to talk to her.”

      “I thought about it, but I don’t think I should. She’s going through her own stuff right now.”

      “I think she’d want to know what’s going on,” Avery says. “I’d want to know if this was happening to Wes, even if I had my own stuff to deal with.”

      “It’s part of being a couple,” Wes says. “You help each other through stuff like this.”

      But are we a couple? We haven’t dated for long, and Paige doesn’t seem like she’s sure she wants to keep doing this. Maybe going through this day alone is her way of telling me she doesn’t need me, or doesn’t see me as a serious boyfriend.

      “Maybe I’ll try her later,” I say, so Wes doesn’t keep telling me to call her.

      Everyone stays until ten, when I tell them I’m going to bed. But I doubt I’ll sleep tonight with all the thoughts running through my head. I feel better now that everyone knows what’s going on. It was stupid of me to go two years without telling them about my dad’s illness. They’re my friends. They want to be there for me, just like I’ve been there for them.

      I wish I could talk to Paige, even for just a few minutes to check in and see how she’s doing. After several minutes of debating whether I should, I pick up my phone and call her. It immediately goes to voicemail. I end the call without leaving a message. Maybe she turned her phone off so nobody would bother her, including me.

      I get into bed and try to sleep but can’t. I don’t think I’ll be able to go to class tomorrow either. I won’t be able to focus. I need to go home. I need to see my dad. Talk to my little brother. See how my mom’s holding up.

      At midnight, I get out of bed and pack a bag. I’ll try to sleep a few hours and then I’ll get on the road and head home. It’s not a good time to leave with all the stuff I’ve got going on here, but I can’t stay. I need to be with my family.
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      “Hi, Colton,” I say as he greets me at the door.

      “Hey,” he says, not seeming as friendly as I’m used to and without his usual smile. Maybe he’s still waking up.

      It’s only six in the morning, but I wanted to see Eli before he left for campus. I wasn’t myself yesterday and I need to talk to him. I was so worried about my dad and feeling sad about my mom that my mind couldn’t focus on anything else. I kind of blew off Eli when we were in the lab and now I feel bad. It was really sweet of him to bring me that cupcake and coffee and yet I barely acknowledged it. I was stressed about not being prepared for the lab and hurrying to get everything done.

      Then last night, I got home and fell asleep on the couch. When I woke up this morning, I saw that Eli had called but didn’t leave a message.

      “Is Eli here?” I ask. “Or did he already go to the gym?”

      “He left.”

      “Oh. Okay, well, I’ll try to catch him after the gym.”

      “He’s not at the gym. He left town.” Colton folds his arms over his chest. He almost seems mad at me.

      “Left town? Why? Where’d he go?”

      “To Maine. To be with his family.”

      “Did something happen?” I cautiously ask, getting the feeling that something did. His dad’s test results. Did Eli hear from his parents? Is that why he called me last night? To tell me the news?

      “His dad’s sick,” Colton says.

      “The cancer,” I say, knowing that’s it and feeling terrible for Eli. “It’s back.”

      “I really shouldn’t be telling you this. You need to talk to Eli.”

      “Yes. I’ll call him. But can you at least tell me how he’s doing?”

      “Not good. He barely said anything last night, and I don’t think he ate anything since lunch yesterday.”

      “He tried to call me, but I fell asleep. I didn’t hear the phone ring.”

      “He really wanted to talk to you,” Colton says, a sharpness in his tone. “He told us about your mom. How she died. I’m really sorry about that, but if anyone could’ve helped Eli last night, it would’ve been you. And you weren’t there for him.”

      “If I’d known, I would’ve been. He should’ve come over. I would’ve heard the buzzer for the door go off. Or if he’d called me earlier, I would’ve been awake and answered my phone.”

      “He said you told him to leave you alone. Why would you do that? I know it was your mom’s birthday, and maybe you wanted some time to yourself, but you couldn’t even let him come over for an hour or two? He really cares about you. He would’ve done anything to make you feel better.”

      “I know,” I say, feeling worse by the second. “I just wasn’t in a good place yesterday and I didn’t want him seeing me like that.”

      “He’s your boyfriend. He’s supposed to see you like that. It’s part of being a couple. You get the good and the bad. He doesn’t expect you to be happy all the time. He understood yesterday was hard on you. He said that’s why he was afraid to call you. He didn’t want to upset you after you told him to leave you alone.”

      “I didn’t mean for him to take it that way. Like I didn’t want him around. I just thought it’d be best if I kept him out of this. I thought I’d be okay yesterday. Eli and I planned on going out after the lab, going to dinner, then coming back here for the night. But then I woke up yesterday and didn’t feel like it.”

      Colton leans against the door frame, his arms still crossed. “Do you even like him?”

      “Of course. Why would you ask me that?”

      “He keeps saying you want to tell Coach about you two. That you don’t want to wait until the end of the season.”

      “I want to stop hiding. I want us to be able to go out and not spend all our time in my apartment.”

      “And you don’t care what that means for Eli, and what could happen to him if your dad finds out he’s seeing you?”

      “I know my father will be angry, but like I told Eli, he’ll get over it. It’ll just take time.”

      “You really believe that?” Colton huffs. “Then you don’t know your dad as well as you think.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “The guy’s a fucking asshole. No offense. I get he’s your dad and you don’t want to hear this, but you need to. For Eli’s sake. Your dad knows football. I’ll give him that. He’s good at picking plays and he can adjust his tactics mid-game to help us win. But as for all the other stuff, like how he manages the team, he sucks. He’s even worse than our last coach, and everyone hated Coach Daley. Your dad puts us down at practice, yells at us, tells us we played like shit even when we win. He says we’re stupid and immature. That we don’t work hard enough, even after making us do two-hour workouts in the morning and practicing longer than we should at night. And then he has that fucking least valuable player award that we all hate. Eli’s gotten it four times, which isn’t fair. He’s been playing really well this year, working his ass off to get better, and your dad keeps giving him that fucking award.”

      “He wasn’t always like this,” I say, looking down.

      “But he is now, which is why Eli can’t risk him finding out about you two. Honestly, I can’t believe he’s doing this. He’s risking everything to be with you. It just shows how much he likes you. You know how stressed he’s been trying to hide this? And then you go and complain to him that you’re tired of hiding it and want to tell your dad.”

      “I wasn’t complaining. I just think Eli is giving my dad more power than he has. He can’t kick him off the team.”

      “You don’t know that. Anything’s possible. You’re only saying that because you think it’ll convince Eli to tell your dad about you two. You’re thinking about yourself, not Eli.”

      “That wasn’t my intent,” I say, my voice quiet. I feel terrible about everything Colton’s saying, about Eli, and how he feels, and how stressed he’s been keeping this a secret. “I should go.”

      “Hey. I’m sorry if I said too much. It’s just that Eli’s one of my best friends and I don’t want to see him getting hurt.”

      I nod. “I understand.”

      “I really wanted you two to work out. I’ve never seen Eli this excited about a girl before, but maybe…” He looks to the side, then down.

      “Maybe it’s not the right time for us,” I say, finishing what I think he was about to say.

      “I need to get to the gym,” Colton says, looking back at me.

      “Yeah, I’ll go.” I back away from the door. “I’ll see you later.”

      He shuts the door without saying goodbye. He’s angry with me, and I get it. I hurt his friend. I didn’t mean to. Hurting Eli is the last thing I’d ever want to do, but I did, by pushing him away, shutting him out when he needed me. And when I needed him.

      Why did I do that? Why did I tell Eli not to come over? I didn’t really want to be alone. So why did I tell him that? Am I becoming like my father? Pushing everyone who cares about me away?

      I don’t want to be like that. I found this really great guy who’s smart, handsome, considerate, a talented athlete, and someone who truly cares about me. And I turned him away on the day I needed him the most.

      Now he’s going through something terrible and I’m not there for him. He left town without even telling me. What does that mean? Is it over between us?

      Maybe Colton’s right and it just isn’t the right time for us.
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      “You shouldn’t be here,” my dad says, raising his voice. “You should be at school.”

      “I can be here if I want.” I go up to him. “I’m part of this family, aren’t I?”

      My dad looks at my mom. “You talk to him. He’s not listening to me.”

      We’ve been fighting for almost an hour. My dad keeps telling me to go back to school, but I won’t do it.

      I didn’t tell my parents I was coming home. I just showed up at their door. Jack was at school when I got here, which is good. I wouldn’t want him seeing me fight with Mom and Dad.

      “Honey, we love having you here,” Mom says. “But the school year just started. You shouldn’t be missing your classes. You’ll fall behind. And you can’t be missing football practice.”

      “You’ll get kicked off the team,” Dad says.

      I roll my eyes, frustrated with my parents and with this conversation. We’ve been talking in circles, my parents telling me to go back to school and me telling them I need to be here.

      “Can we just stop talking about this?” I say. “I’m not changing my mind. I’m staying here until I’m ready to go back.”

      “And what are you going to do here?” Dad asks. “Sit around all day, worrying about me?”

      “Yeah, maybe I will.”

      His serious expression softens and he breaks out in a laugh. “You always were a stubborn kid.”

      “I get that from you,” I say, a slight smile rising up my face.

      “That’s for sure,” Mom says. “You two are the most stubborn men I know.” She huffs and goes to the kitchen, which is connected to the living room, separated by a wall with a cut-out in it so you can see through to the living room. It’s an old house so doesn’t have the open layout that’s popular in newer homes. The decor is almost as old as the house, with its green shag carpet and wood paneling on the walls.

      My house is nothing like the fancy houses my friends at school grew up in. Wes’ house is a mansion, like something you’d see in a movie. I haven’t been there, but I’ve seen pictures. Theo’s house isn’t a mansion, but it’s still huge compared to this one, and it’s a lot newer. Colton’s parents live in a Manhattan apartment, but it’s bigger than most houses and decorated with fancy artwork and furnishings.

      “Do either of you want something to eat?” Mom asks, poking her head through the opening in the wall.

      “What do you have?” I ask, thinking I should probably eat since I haven’t had anything since yesterday.

      “I have leftovers from last night. Or I could make you something.”

      “Leftovers are fine.

      “Nothing for me,” Dad says.

      I sit on the couch next to the recliner where my dad just sat down. “Do you have much of an appetite?”

      He shakes his head. “We’re not doing this.”

      “Doing what?”

      “I’m not having you question me about my symptoms. You’re my son, not my doctor.”

      “It’s just a question.”

      He sighs. “My appetite is fine. Now it’s my turn to ask questions. How are your grades?”

      “I don’t really have any. Classes just started.”

      “What about your job? Is it going well?”

      “Yeah, it’s easy,” I say, not wanting to talk about it because the job reminds me of Paige. She never called me back, which makes me think it’s over between us. I know I’m assuming the worst, but if things were okay between us, why wouldn’t she call me, or at least send a text?

      “What about a girl?” Mom yells from the kitchen. “Are you seeing anyone?”

      “No,” I say, deciding it’s best if they don’t know about Paige. But I know if they met her, my parents would love her. She has such a kind, sweet way about her that would immediately win over my mom. My dad would be won over by her knowledge of football. And my little brother would say she’s hot, which is pretty much his only criteria for girls at the moment.

      “What ever happened with that girl you met last summer?” Mom says as she puts a plate in the microwave.

      “What girl?”

      “The one at Adam’s wedding.” She comes out from the kitchen, a dishtowel slung over her shoulder. “He said you talked to her all night and even did some dancing.” Mom smiles at me.

      “He must’ve really liked her if he danced with her,” Dad says.

      They know about Paige? Why would my cousin tell my parents about her? How did he even notice me with her? It was his wedding night. He should’ve been looking at his new wife, not me and Paige.

      My parents weren’t there that night. They were supposed to go, but then Jack got sick and they had to stay home. I considered skipping the wedding, but I was already on my way and had a hotel room booked. If I’d decided not to go, I wouldn’t have met Paige. And if my parents had been at the wedding, the night I spent with Paige never would’ve happened. I wouldn’t be in the mess I’m in now, dating the Coach’s daughter and having to hide it, assuming Paige and I are still dating.

      “Did you two stay in touch?” Mom asks.

      “No,” I say, not wanting to tell them about Paige. If they knew the story and what I’m putting at risk by dating her, they’d be worried, and I don’t need to be adding to their worry.

      “Adam’s wife is friends with her,” Mom says. “Maybe she could give you the girl’s number.”

      “Mom, just forget it. I don’t need to contact her.”

      “Where does she live?” Dad asks my mom. “Did Adam say?”

      “I think Pennsylvania. Maybe Philadelphia?”

      “That’s not too far from you,” Dad says to me. “It’s what… a few hours?”

      “Why are we talking about this? I met her one time. I’m not going to call her.”

      “Oh!” Mom gets out her phone. “There was a photo of you two in the wedding pictures Adam posted online. Let me see if I can find it.”

      I sigh and look at my dad. “Why is she doing this?”

      He shrugs. “She doesn’t want to wait ten years for grandkids.”

      “Grandkids? I’m only twenty years old.”

      “You’re almost twenty-one,” Mom says as she swipes through her phone. “Which is when I married your father.”

      “You guys were way too young to get married.”

      “Well, it worked out,” Dad says.

      “I found it.” My mom runs over to me and hands me her phone. “This is her, right?”

      Yeah, it’s Paige, and damn, she looked good that night. She had on a silky black dress with little straps at the top that I slid off her shoulders when we got to my room. Her hair was pulled up into a loose knot with a few strands falling down around her face.

      “Eli?” my mom says, and I realize I forgot to answer her.

      “Yeah, that’s her.”

      “She’s a beautiful girl,” Mom says, staring at the photo. “Your Aunt Clara said you couldn’t take your eyes off her.”

      “Why were all these people watching me?”

      “I might’ve asked them to,” Mom says, taking back her phone.

      “She felt bad we weren’t there with you,” Dad says. “She thought you might feel awkward there by yourself, so she told a few of the relatives to make sure you weren’t sitting there alone all night.”

      “And you weren’t.” Mom smiles. “You found a beautiful young lady to talk to.” She looks at the picture on her phone. “You two look adorable together. It’s a shame you didn’t get her number. I’ll text Adam and see if he could get it.”

      “Mom, no. I don’t need it. I’m not—”

      “I’m not saying you have to call her,” Mom says, swiping through her phone. “But you never know. Maybe some weekend you two could meet in the city for dinner.”

      “In Manhattan?” my dad scoffs. “You know how much restaurants there charge for a meal? He doesn’t have that kind of money.”

      “Well, maybe he could meet up with her somewhere else,” Mom says. “Okay, I found Adam. I’m going to text him.”

      “No. Mom.” I grab her phone.

      “Eli, give me that.” She reaches for her phone.

      “I don’t want her number.”

      “Why not? I thought you had a nice time with her.”

      “Honey, let it go,” Dad says. “He doesn’t want to ask her out. They don’t even live in the same town.”

      “Fine,” Mom says with a sigh as the microwave beeps from the kitchen. “That’s your food. I’ll go get it.” She takes her phone from me, goes to the kitchen, and returns with a plate of meatloaf and mashed potatoes.

      “Thanks,” I say, taking the plate from her.

      She sits beside me, looking at her phone. “Oh, goodness, that can’t be right.”

      “What can’t be right?”

      “I looked her up on social media and it says she goes to your school.”

      Shit. I was hoping she wouldn’t find that out.

      “Who are you talking about?” Dad asks.

      “That girl Eli met at the wedding. It says here that she’s going to graduate school at Halston.” Mom looks over at me. “Honey, she goes to your school. You two could reconnect.”

      I might as well tell her or she’ll spend the rest of the day trying to convince me to call Paige.

      “I already know she goes there,” I say. “I saw her in the bookstore before classes started.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us that?” Mom sets her phone on the coffee table and turns to me. “Why were you letting me go on and on about finding this girl if you knew she was at your school?”

      “Because I didn’t want you making a big deal out of it.”

      “A big deal out of what?” She smiles a little. “Are you saying you and this girl are dating?”

      “Her name is Paige and… yes, we’ve sort of been dating.”

      “Oh, honey, that’s wonderful!” Mom says, clapping her hands.

      “My son’s seeing an older woman?” Dad says with a laugh.

      “She’s not that much older,” Mom says to Dad before turning her attention back to me. “Tell us all about her!”

      “There’s nothing to tell. We went out a few times and that was it.”

      “So you’re not still seeing her?”

      “I don’t know. We haven’t decided.”

      “What’s there to decide?” Dad says. “You’re either together or you’re not.”

      “It’s complicated,” I mutter.

      “Why?” Mom says. “Is she seeing someone else?”

      “No, it’s…” I pause, not sure what to tell them. “It’s complicated. Let’s leave it at that.” I shove a forkful of meatloaf in my mouth so they’ll stop asking me questions.

      The landline phone rings and Mom jumps up to answer it in the other room. I glance over at my dad and see his eyes are about to fall shut. He doesn’t look sick, but I’ve noticed he doesn’t have much energy. Even just walking to the kitchen earlier wore him out.

      “That was Angie from next door,” Mom says, returning to the living room. “She said we could have the wheelchair and that—” She stops when she notices my dad’s asleep.

      “Wheelchair?” I say, keeping my voice down.

      She motions me to follow her to the kitchen. When we’re in there, she says, “He’s been feeling weak. He almost fell down the other day so the doctor suggested he use a wheelchair when he’s home alone.”

      “If he’s that sick, he shouldn’t be left alone.”

      “Honey, I can’t keep taking time off from work. I’m supposed to go back tomorrow and Jack will be in school all day.”

      “Then I’ll stay with Dad.”

      “You’re not staying here,” she says in a stern tone. “You need to be in school.”

      “Maybe I’ll decide not to go back.”

      “Eli, don’t talk like that. Of course you’re going back.”

      I lower my voice to a whisper. “And leave Dad? What if he doesn’t get better?”

      “We’ll discuss that when the time comes. For now, you’re going back to school.”

      “That’s not your decision. It’s mine.”

      “Helen?” Dad says, sounding groggy.

      She hurries back to the living room. “I’m right here.”

      “I’m going to go to the bedroom. Take a little nap.”

      “Of course, honey. Go ahead.”

      I return to the living room and watch my dad struggle to get up from the chair.

      “Need some help?” Mom asks.

      “I’ll do it.” I go past her and up to my dad. I grab his arm, noticing how thin it is under his bulky sweatshirt. I walk with him to his room.

      “I got it from here,” he says, pulling away from me and continuing to the bed. “Close the door on your way out.”

      He sounded angry when he said it, and he wouldn’t look at me as I helped him. It’s because he doesn’t like me seeing him like this. I don’t like it either. It scares me, and makes me think he doesn’t have much time life.

      “It’s his medication,” Mom says when I’m back in the living room. “It makes him tired.”

      “Mom, stop lying to me. I’m studying to be a doctor. You can’t make stuff up and expect me to believe it. Just tell me the truth. Is it worse than last time?”

      “The mass isn’t as large, but it’s in a place where they can’t operate. We’ll just have to hope the treatment works.” She grips my hand and looks me in the eye. “But we don’t want this making you leave school. Your father would be devastated if you did that. He’s so proud of you. We both are.”

      “How do you expect me to go back there, knowing what could happen to Dad?”

      “We’re not at that point yet, and if it comes to that, then yes, you might need to take time off from school. But for now, you need to get back in class.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I say, not willing to commit to that.

      “Is that your phone ringing?” she says.

      I listen and hear a faint ring from upstairs. “Yeah, I’ll be right back.”

      Going up to my room, I see my phone on the nightstand. I grab it and see Paige’s name on the screen. If she’s going to tell me it’s over between us, I don’t want to answer the call. But just seeing her name is tempting me to pick up.
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      “Hey, Paige,” I say, answering her call.

      “Eli, I’ve been trying to reach you all morning!” she says, sounding frantic.

      “Why? What happened?”

      “What do you mean what happened? You left town.”

      “Yeah, I had to go home.”

      “Colton told me about your dad. I’m so sorry.”

      “You talked to Colton?”

      “I went to your house this morning to talk to you. I fell asleep last night and didn’t see your call.”

      “I didn’t see yours either,” I say, noticing the missed calls. “My phone died on the way here and then I left it in my room to charge. I didn’t even check it. I was in a rush to talk to my dad.”

      “How’s he doing?”

      “He’s lost some weight and he’s really weak. It’s hard to see him like this.”

      “The weakness might only be temporary. He might just be having a bad day.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” I say, remembering he’d have good days and bad last time this happened. “How are you doing? You seemed really upset yesterday.”

      “I was, which surprised me. I thought I’d be okay, but I wasn’t. I don’t know if it’s because I was worried about my dad or just missing my mom. I feel better today.” She pauses. “So is there anything I can do?”

      “No. You know how it is. You just have to wait and see what happens.”

      “It helps to have a friend. I’m here for you if you need me.”

      A friend. Is that all she is now? I could ask, but now’s not the time to get into it. I need to be downstairs with my mom. My family’s my priority right now.

      “So how long do you think you’ll stay there?” Paige asks.

      “I don’t know. At least until Friday.” I pause. “Maybe longer.”

      “What about your classes?”

      “I’ll call my professors and explain what’s going on. If I can get the assignments, I can do everything online.”

      “What about football? Did you call my dad?”

      “Not yet.”

      “You should do it soon. He hates it when guys miss practice. I’m sure he’ll understand why you’re out, but at least let him know.”

      “Yeah, I will. I should go. My mom’s waiting downstairs.”

      “Eli, I meant what I said. I’m here for you, for whatever you need. Just give me a call.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      I end the call and another one comes in. It’s Wes.

      “Hey, Wes,” I answer.

      “Hey, how are you doing?”

      “Not great, but I feel better being here than back at school.”

      “Yeah, I get it. How’s your dad doing?”

      “It’s hard to say. He doesn’t tell me much.”

      “Any idea how long you’ll be there?”

      “Not yet. I’ll decide later this week.”

      “You want me to talk to Coach?”

      “No, I’ll do it. I’m not telling him about my dad. I’ll just say I had a family emergency.”

      “Why wouldn’t you tell him?”

      “I don’t want to get into it with him. He’ll tell me it’s not a big deal and to get back there.”

      “I think he’d understand, given what happened to his wife.”

      “Wes, don’t fight me on this. I don’t want to tell him.”

      “Got it. Hey, Colton said Paige was looking for you this morning.”

      “I just talked to her.”

      “And? Is everything good between you two?”

      “I don’t think so. I think Paige has decided this isn’t what she wants. And I get it. Having to hide in her apartment for months is too much to ask. She wants a real relationship, one she doesn’t have to hide.”

      “Is that what she said?”

      “She didn’t come out and say she wanted to break up, but she said more than once that she wants a relationship she doesn’t have to hide. And I can’t give that to her. I’m not willing to tell her dad about us.”

      “Then maybe it’s for the best that it ends now, before you get closer to her.”

      “Yeah, I guess. Wes, I need to go. I want to spend time with my mom.”

      “Go ahead. Call if you need anything, or if you just want to talk.”

      We end the call and I go downstairs. It feels strange being back here during the school year. I usually only come home for holidays. But I might be back here for good. I don’t want to go back to school. I can’t imagine being on campus, going to class, playing football, when my dad might be dying.
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      The next couple days I spend at home with my dad while my mom goes to work. My dad seems to have more energy and is able to walk around, but he still spends a lot of time in his room, resting. He keeps telling me to go back to school, but I won’t argue with him about it. I either change topics or walk out of the room. My mom has also tried to get me to go back. I tell her I will when I’m ready. I haven’t yet figured out when that will be.

      I’ll admit I miss the routine of morning workouts, going to class, and football practice. I’m not someone who can just sit around doing nothing, so spending all day in this house is getting to me. But I’ll do it for my dad.

      Colton’s been calling me every day to check in. Theo and Wes call too. Paige has called several times, but I let it go to voicemail. I’m not ready to talk to her. I don’t know what to say. Our last call felt awkward. She sounded uncomfortable, like she wanted to end things, but didn’t think it was the right time with everything I’ve got going on. Maybe I’m making that up in my head, but something felt off between us.

      My phone rings and I quickly answer it so the sound doesn’t wake my dad.

      “Hello?” I say, not checking to see who called.

      “Hey, it’s Colton. You busy?”

      “No, I’m watching TV. My dad’s resting.”

      “How’s he doing?”

      “Same. He sleeps a lot. What’s going on there?”

      “Not much. I got to practice early so I thought I’d call and see how you’re doing.” He pauses. “Have you talked to Paige?”

      “She’s called, but I haven’t talked to her since the night I got here.”

      “Maybe you should.”

      “Why?” I ask, sensing he’s hiding something.

      “To figure out what’s going on with you two. If it’s over, don’t you want to know?”

      “It’s not really my priority right now,” I say, although I’ve thought about Paige constantly since I left. I’ve even had dreams about her.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t say this,” Colton says. “But I feel like you need to know.”

      “Know what?”

      “I went to the sports bar after practice last night to get something to eat and Paige was there.”

      “Yeah? Did you talk to her?”

      “No. She didn’t see me. She, um… she was with a guy.”

      My pulse races. “What guy?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never seen him before. He looked a few years older than us. Tall. Dark hair.”

      “He’s probably someone from class. Maybe they were studying together.”

      “They weren’t studying. They were having dinner. And they both had drinks. And… he was holding her hand.”

      My breath catches in my throat and my chest tightens.

      “Eli? You still there?”

      “Yeah. So I guess she has someone else,” I casually say, like it doesn’t bother me.

      “Did you guys agree to see other people?”

      “We didn’t talk about it, but I’m not surprised she found someone else.”

      That’s a lie. I’m shocked. How could Paige move on this quickly? I’ve only been gone a few days and she’s already dating some other guy?

      “I almost went over to her and said something,” Colton says. “I couldn’t believe she’d do that without talking to you.”

      “Well, like I said, she’s called, but I haven’t picked up. Maybe she was calling to tell me it’s over and she found someone else.”

      “How could she do that when you’re going through all this stuff with your dad?” He huffs. “I thought she was nice when I met her, but she must’ve been putting on an act. Who the hell does something like that? Like she couldn’t have waited a few weeks before moving on with someone else?”

      It doesn’t sound like something Paige would do, but maybe her feelings for me weren’t as strong as the ones I had for her. I felt like they were, but maybe I misread the situation.

      “Just let it go,” I say to Colton. “If you see her, don’t say anything. If she wants to be with that guy, that’s her decision.”

      “You’re not mad about this? Because if I were you, I’d—”

      “I don’t want to talk about it. Just let it go.” I hear the door open from the bedroom. “My dad’s up. I gotta go.”

      “Okay, talk to you later.”

      “Hey, Dad,” I say as he comes into the living room.

      “How long was I asleep?”

      “A couple hours. It’s almost three. Jack will be home soon.”

      “Before he gets here, I want to talk to you.” He grabs the arms of his recliner and slowly lowers himself into the chair.

      “Dad, if this is about—”

      “Just shut up and listen,” he says in an angry tone.

      I wait for him to continue, watching as he raises the footrest on the recliner.

      “You’ve been here too long,” he says.

      “I’ve only been here for three days.”

      “Which is too damn long.” He points at me. “You’re going back to school tomorrow and that’s an order.”

      “I’m an adult. You can’t order me to do things.”

      “I can kick you out of the house, and then what? Where are you going to go? You don’t have money for a hotel.”

      “I’ll stay at Danny’s house.”

      Danny’s one of my friends from high school. He’s a mechanic and has an apartment here. I haven’t talked to him for months, but I’m sure he’d let me stay with him.

      “You’re not staying with Danny,” my dad scoffs. “You’re going back to school where you belong.”

      “I belong here. With you.” I move to the end of the couch and turn to him. “Dad, we don’t know what’s going to happen. If I go back to school and you don’t get better, I’ll never forgive myself for not being here if you—” I stop before saying it.

      “If I die?” He shakes his head. “Eli, we’re all gonna die. You could die playing football. Your brother could get hit by a car riding his bike. Every day could be our last, but that doesn’t mean you stop living.”

      “That’s not what I’m doing. I like being here. It’s good to be home.”

      “That’s bullshit and you know it. You got good friends at that school, and from the way you were staring at that photo of the girl from the wedding, I’m guessing you and her are more than you’re letting on.”

      “We’re not—”

      “Let me finish!” He shoves the footrest on his chair down and leans toward me. “You’re the first in our family to make it to college. You know what that means to me? You know how proud I am to tell people my boy’s at college, planning to be a doctor someday?” He leans back in the chair. “You’re a smart kid, Eli. Smarter than I ever was, and you’re talented. I was never as good at football as you. Hell, you got a damn scholarship for it. You know the pride I feel when I see you on that field? You know how happy it makes me? I’m not letting you throw all that away just to sit here and babysit me.”

      “That’s not what I’m doing.”

      “Then what do you call this?” He motions to me. “You’ve been sitting on that couch for days, staring at the TV. You know how angry that makes me?”

      “It’s only temporary,” I mutter. “Until you’re better.”

      “You know what would make me better? You being back at school. It’s killing me to see you here, wasting your life away. If you think that’s what I want, you’re wrong. Your mother doesn’t want it either.”

      “But I do. Why can’t you get that?” I get up and walk around the room, too angry to sit still. “Why can’t you and Mom accept that this is my decision, not yours?”

      “Because it’s the wrong decision. Being here isn’t helping me. It just makes me feel worse, like I’m keeping you from your life, your future.”

      “You need help, Dad. If I go, who’s going to take care of you while Mom’s at work?”

      “We’ve got friends. Neighbors. People at church. They’ve all offered to come over if I need them.”

      The front door opens and Jack walks in, his backpack hanging off his shoulder. He stops and looks at me, then over at Dad.

      “What’s going on? Are you guys fighting?”

      “We’re talking,” Dad says. “Go up to your room.”

      “Can I get a snack? I’m starving.”

      “Go ahead,” I tell him. “Dad and I are done.” I look over at my dad, then leave and go upstairs.

      I stay in my room the rest of the night, not even going down for dinner. Jack knocks on my door, but I tell him to go away. I hear my parents arguing downstairs, but I can’t make out what they’re saying.

      Maybe my dad’s right and I shouldn’t be here. Since I arrived, it seems like all we do is fight, and now my dad’s fighting with my mom. But it feels wrong to leave. What if my dad’s treatment doesn’t work? What if he doesn’t have much time left? I’d spend the rest of my life regretting that I’d spent that time at school.

      I wish I could talk to Paige about this. She always seems to know the right thing to say, the right questions to ask to lead me to the right decision. But I’m not calling her, not now that I know she’s moved on with someone else. I really thought she was the girl for me. But I guess I was wrong.
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      “Why won’t he answer my calls?” I ask, staring at my phone. “Or at least send me a text?”

      Lucy swirls her wine in the glass. “He’s with his family. Maybe he doesn’t have time to talk.”

      “It only takes a few seconds to send a text.” I set my phone on the bar and pick up my wine glass. “Do you think he’s still mad at me?”

      “I don’t know why he’d be mad. You’re allowed to have a bad day.”

      “Yes, but I shouldn’t have taken it out on him. He was so sweet to me on Monday and I basically told him to get lost.”

      She shrugs. “If he’s that sensitive, you’re better off without him. He should’ve been able to get over that, especially since you apologized for it.”

      “But it’s more than just that. I’ve been complaining to him about our relationship, saying how I’m tired of always hiding out in my apartment.”

      “A lot of girls would complain about that. Eli should understand that you want to go out and do stuff.”

      “He does, and he feels bad that we can’t. Maybe he decided to end this because he can’t give me what I want. Maybe that’s why he won’t call me back. He’s avoiding having to break up with me.” I drink my wine, hoping it’ll lessen the sadness I feel when I think about my relationship with Eli ending.

      “Can I get you another?” the bartender asks Lucy.

      She looks at me. “Are we staying?”

      “Yes,” I tell her, not ready to go back to my apartment.

      It’s Thursday night and I didn’t want to spend another evening at home, wondering what’s going on with Eli, so I asked Lucy if she wanted to go out for drinks.

      “I’ll have another,” she tells the bartender.

      He grabs the bottle of wine and refills her glass, then walks off.

      “Would you want to be with Eli if you knew you’d have to keep hiding him from your dad?”

      I take a moment to think about that. “If it means I get to be with Eli, then yes, I’d do it. Having him gone this week has made me realize how strong my feelings are for him. And how good we are together.” I sip my wine. “I never felt this way with Tyler. That’s why I couldn’t agree to marry him. Seeing him the other night just confirmed that. I don’t think he heard even half of what I said. He was always a terrible listener. And when I told him about the fight I had with my dad, he told me to get over it. That I was being petty.”

      “Yeah, he’s not the guy for you,” Lucy says. “We’ll find you someone better.”

      “That someone is Eli. He was perfect for me,” I say, staring into my wine glass. “And now I feel like it’s over between us. I wish he’d talk to me and explain what’s going on.”

      “When’s he coming back?”

      “I don’t know, but I hope it’s soon. Tyler’s uncle said if Eli’s dad wants to be considered for the next clinical trial, he needs to apply by next week.”

      “Why don’t you leave Eli a message, letting him know?”

      “I don’t want to put that in a message. I need to tell him in person. I want to explain the trial to him before he talks to his dad.”

      While Eli’s been gone, I did some research on clinical trials for cancer patients and found some being done in Boston, which isn’t that far from where Eli’s parents live in Maine. Tyler’s uncle is on the team for one of the trials so I called Tyler and asked if he’d put me in touch with his uncle. Instead of just giving me his uncle’s number, Tyler insisted he come here for dinner to talk and catch up. I agreed to it, but told him it wasn’t a date, making it clear we weren’t getting back together.

      The dinner took longer than I wanted, but I didn’t want to rush Tyler to leave after he’d made the trip here. When we got to the restaurant, I reminded him we were friends, nothing more, but when we were waiting for our food to arrive, he reached over and held my hand. He did it when I was telling him about my dad, like the gesture was meant to comfort me, but I knew it was more than that. He was testing me, seeing how I’d react, seeing if I still felt anything for him. The only thing I felt was guilt for being with Tyler and letting him hold my hand. I wanted it to be Eli across from me, holding my hand, having dinner with me.

      “You could talk to his roommate,” Lucy says. “He probably knows when Eli’s coming back.”

      Colton’s not going to tell me anything. When I went to his house earlier this week, he made it clear he doesn’t think I should be with Eli.

      “I’ll just wait,” I say. “He’ll probably be back tomorrow. He has a game on Saturday. He can’t miss it.” My phone rings and I check to see who’s calling. “It’s my dad. I’ll make it quick.” I answer the call. “Hey, Dad.”

      “I was on my way to the store and wanted to see what we need for Sunday.”

      “Just the usual. Eggs. Bacon. Pancake mix.”

      “That’s it? I don’t mind adding something new.”

      “Whatever you want to get is fine. Dad, I’m out with Lucy so I can’t really talk.”

      “That was all I needed. Have fun with your friend.”

      “I will. Bye.” I end the call.

      “Sounds like you and your dad are getting along,” Lucy says.

      “We talked when he got back from his trip, so yeah, for now, things are back to normal. We’re going to have brunch at his house on Sunday. It’s a tradition we started a long time ago.”

      “Has he said anything about Eli?”

      “No, but he wouldn’t. He doesn’t talk about the players with me. If I asked him about Eli, he’d want to know why.”

      “You could say it’s because you work with him and want to know when he’ll be back. By the way, who’s been covering for him?”

      “I have. I’ve been setting up the lab myself.” I pause. “You know, that’s a good idea.”

      “What’s a good idea?”

      I call my dad back.

      “Did you think of something to add to the list?” he says when he answers.

      “No, I wanted to ask if you’ve heard anything from Eli Tate. He hasn’t shown up to set up my lab all week.”

      “He went home. Said he had some kind of family emergency.”

      “Do you know when he’ll be back?”

      “He hasn’t said, but he better be here tomorrow. He can’t be missing practice before game day.”

      “Okay, I just wanted to ask. Bye, Dad.”

      “What’d he say?” Lucy asks.

      “Eli didn’t tell him when he’s coming back.”

      “Maybe he won’t.”

      I turn to Lucy. “You think he’ll drop out?”

      “Maybe for a semester, or until his dad gets better.”

      I could totally see Eli doing that. He’d give up school and football to be with his dad. Is that why he’s not calling me? Because he doesn’t want to tell me he’s not coming back and that our relationship is over?

      I don’t want it to be over. It just started, and I want it to continue. I don’t care if we have to hide out in my apartment. I regret even making that an issue. It doesn’t matter if Eli can’t take me out. What matters is that we’re together.

      But now that’s no longer an option. Because I don’t think Eli’s coming back.
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      “You okay?” Colton asks as we leave the locker room. “You seem kind of out of it.”

      “Because I haven’t slept all week. And I didn’t have lunch. I went to work early and set up the lab so I wouldn’t have to see Paige.”

      “You’ll have to eventually. Why not just get it over with?”

      “I don’t want to deal with it right now.”

      It’s more about not wanting to hear her tell me it’s over. It’s been a rough week and the last thing I need is to end it with Paige telling me she’s seeing someone else.

      I got back to town this morning. It wasn’t what I wanted, but I was tired of arguing with my parents. I could tell it was taking a toll on my dad. He doesn’t need the stress of me being there wearing down his immune system. So I left. I drove straight to campus for my first class. I had to take a test, which I hadn’t studied for and probably flunked. I haven’t done any schoolwork all week. It’ll take me forever to catch up.

      “Hey.” Colton grabs my arm, steadying me as I stumble into the wall. “What’s wrong?”

      “I got dizzy. Probably because I didn’t eat.”

      “What’s going on?” Wes says, coming up behind us.

      “Nothing,” I tell him. “You guys go without me. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      “I think you need to skip practice,” Colton says, then says to Wes, “He almost passed out.”

      “He’s exaggerating,” I say. “I just bumped the wall.”

      Wes comes in front of me, his hand on my shoulder. “You don’t look good. Are you sick?”

      “I’m not sick. I’m just wiped out from everything that’s been going on.”

      “Tell Coach you’re sick,” Wes says. “You shouldn’t be playing if you’re feeling like this.”

      “I can’t miss practice. He already yelled at me for missing the past three days.” I yank away from Wes. “I’m going out there before I get yelled at for being late.”

      A half hour later, we’re in the middle of a play when my leg cramps up and I fall down. I feel like shit. The lack of sleep is hitting me hard along with not eating and not drinking enough water.

      “Tate!” Coach storms up to me as I get up. “What the hell is wrong with you today?”

      “He’s not feeling well,” Wes says.

      “Was I talking to you, Pennington?” Coach says, his eyes still on me.

      “He’s right,” I say. “I don’t feel good. I don’t think I can do this.”

      Coach gets in my face. “You know what you do when you don’t feel good? You man up. Fight through it. Tough it out.” He turns to the team. “Do the play again. We’re going to do it until you get it right.”

      “At least let him get some water,” Colton says to Coach.

      He whips around to Colton. “What was that?”

      “He needs water.” He points to me. “He’s dehydrated. That’s why he cramped up and fell.”

      Coach walks up to Colton. “Are you the new coach, Danes?”

      “No, I’m just saying he can’t play when he’s dehydrated. It’s dangerous.”

      “If the kid’s dehydrated, that’s his own fault.”

      “Just let him have water,” Theo says, sounding annoyed. “What’s the big deal?”

      Coach walks back to the side of the field, ignoring Theo’s comment. “Everyone in formation. We do the play till we get it right.”

      As practice drags on, I feel even worse. My muscles are cramping, I’m dizzy, and I have no strength. Coach keeps yelling at me for messing up, but won’t let me take a break or get water. Finally, nearly two hours later, he lets us go.

      “The guy’s fucking evil,” Colton says to me when we get to the locker room. “He knew you needed water, but doesn’t let you have it? Who the hell does that?”

      “I almost punched him,” Wes says, shaking his head. “I was so fucking pissed.”

      “Let it go,” I say. “I survived.” I sit on the bench between the lockers and gulp down some water.

      “Here.” Wes hands me a sports drink. “You need electrolytes.”

      “Thanks.” I open the bottle and take a drink.

      Theo comes up to me, handing me a candy bar. “I got it from the vending machine. You need to try to eat.” He sits down beside me. “Is this because of your dad? Is that why you’re not sleeping and haven’t been eating?”

      “That’s part of it.” I rip the wrapper off the candy bar and take a bite. It’s too sweet. It’s making me feel worse. I set it down and swig more of the sports drink.

      “What’s the other part?” Wes asks, but he already knows the answer. He just wants me to admit it.

      “Paige?” Theo says when I don’t respond.

      I don’t bother yelling at him for saying her name. Coach isn’t around, and even if he was, it doesn’t matter. As far as I know, I’m not dating her anymore.

      “She came to the house again,” Colton says.

      “When?” I say, suddenly feeling more alert.

      “This morning. I wouldn’t answer the door.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you weren’t home. She was there to talk to you, not me.”

      “She tracked me down outside the gym this morning,” Wes says. “Wanted to know when you’d be back.”

      “Did you tell her?”

      “I said maybe later today, and then I took off. I didn’t want to get in the middle of this.”

      “You should just talk to her,” Colton says to me. “End this, so you can stop obsessing over her.”

      “I’m not obsessing over her. I haven’t even answered her calls.”

      “She must really want to talk to you if she went to your house and then chased down Wes,” Theo says.

      I get up and open my locker, not wanting to talk about Paige. “I need to shower and get out of here.”

      “You want a ride home?” Colton says. “You probably shouldn’t drive if you’re dizzy.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “I’m going to Theo’s place after this,” Colton says. “But if you need something, just call.”

      “I’ll probably just go to bed.” I walk off and go to the showers, feeling a little better after getting something to drink and some food in my stomach.

      When I get to my house, I notice Paige’s car parked in front of it on the street. I park my truck in the driveway and get out.

      “Eli!” Paige jumps out of her car and runs up to me. “Eli, wait!”

      “Paige, this isn’t a good time,” I say, unlocking the door.

      “This is important,” she says, following me into the house. “It’s about your dad.”

      I stop and turn to her. “What about him?”

      “I found some clinical studies going on in Boston that your dad might be eligible for, but he has to hurry and—”

      “Wait.” I drop my backpack on the floor and walk over to her. “That’s why you’ve been calling me all week? To get my dad into a study?”

      “Yes. Well, that’s part of the reason. I know it’s a long shot. I don’t know enough about his diagnosis to even know if he’d be eligible. I just really wanted to help so I called up Tyler and—”

      “Tyler? Your ex-boyfriend?”

      “Yeah, his uncle is one of the people in charge of recruiting participants for the studies.”

      “So that’s why he was here?”

      She waits a beat, then says, “How’d you know Tyler was here?”

      “Colton saw you having dinner with him.” I pause. “And holding his hand.”

      “Eli, it’s not what you’re thinking,” she rushes to say.

      “You mean it wasn’t a date?” I say, hearing the anger in my tone. “So you just hold hands with ex-boyfriends? Before you even bother to break up with the old one?”

      “We weren’t holding hands. Tyler reached over and held my hand, but I pulled away.”

      “So Colton was lying?”

      “He must’ve seen us at the exact moment Tyler put his hand over mine, but I’m telling you, that dinner wasn’t a date. I met with Tyler to talk about your dad. To see if Tyler’s uncle could help.”

      I walk away, not sure I believe her. Why didn’t she just call him? Why did he need to come all the way here to have dinner with her?

      “The research I did is in my car,” she says. “We can go through it. You can see if this is even worth pursuing.”

      “If you want to leave it here, I’ll look it over.” I go to the couch and sit down. I’m so damn tired. “I can’t do it right now. I need to sleep.”

      “Um, okay.” She leaves, then comes back with a stack of folders stuffed with paper. She sets them on the table in front of the couch. “I know it’s a lot, but I didn’t want to not include something that might be relevant.”

      “Thanks.” I stare at the folders and realize how much work she put into this and how much time it must’ve taken her. “That was really nice, Paige.”

      She sits beside me. “I know when this happened to my mom I was desperate to do anything to help her.”

      I keep quiet, still gazing at the stack of folders.

      Paige moves closer, turning to me and putting her hand on my arm. “Eli, would you please say something? You haven’t talked to me all week and now you’re acting like you want me to leave.”

      “Just say it.”

      “Say what?”

      “That it’s over. That you don’t want to do this anymore.” I look at her. “I won’t be mad. I’ve had a lot of time to think about this and I get it. You want more than I can give you. You want to be with a guy who can take you to dinner. Bring you to parties. Walk around campus with you.”

      “You’re right. I did want those things. But then you left, and I realized those things aren’t as important as I thought. I’d give all that up just to be with you. And like you said, it’s only for a few months. We can hide away for a few months.”

      “It’s not fair to you. That isn’t what you want.”

      “Stop telling me what I want. Tell me what you want. Tell me why you wouldn’t call me back. Why you left town without even letting me know.”

      I sigh and look back at the files. “I thought it was over between us. It seemed like every time we were together, you were telling me you weren’t happy.”

      “I never said I wasn’t happy.”

      “It felt like it when you kept saying it wasn’t the relationship you wanted. And then you didn’t want me around on your mom’s birthday, after telling me you did. We had plans, and then you told me to leave you alone. I thought that meant you changed your mind about us.”

      “That’s not what it meant. I can’t explain why I acted that way. Sometimes grief affects people in ways they weren’t expecting. Just look at my dad. After my mom died, he became someone totally different. I don’t want to turn out like him. It scared me when I felt that way, when I didn’t want you around me that day. It wasn’t what I wanted. I don’t know why I told you I did.” She pauses. “You never answered my question.”

      “About what?”

      “About what you want. I’ll understand if constantly worrying about my dad finding out about us is too much for you. I know it was stressing you out, and that’s the last thing you need right now when you’re worried about your dad.”

      I don’t say anything. Thoughts are circling in my head, but I can’t seem to make them come out as words. If only I could sleep and then have this conversation.

      “I’m going to go,” Paige says, getting up. “If you want to talk through what’s in the files, just give me a call.” She leans down and kisses my cheek. “Get some rest.”

      As she leaves, what she said just now finally sinks in. She wants this. She was never breaking up with me. I just convinced myself that’s what she wanted, maybe because part of me wanted her to, because I’m scared of feeling this way about a girl and scared of her father finding out. But after spending the past week with my dad, seeing him not afraid of an illness that might kill him, the fears I had about being with Paige seem stupid.

      I knew the night of my cousin’s wedding that Paige wasn’t just any girl. I knew I’d never forget her. And now she’s here. I have a chance to be with her. So why the hell would I give that up?

      “Paige!” I yell as she heads to her car.

      “What?” She turns back. “Did I forget something?”

      “Yeah. You forgot to kiss me. I’ve been gone for almost a week, and you just leave, without even kissing me? What kind of girlfriend does that?”

      She smiles and runs back to me. I wrap her in my arms and kiss her, the tension I’ve felt all week finally letting go. It’s one of the reasons I was so drawn to Paige at the wedding that night. I was feeling awkward and out-of-place, being there by myself after my family ditched me. But then Paige showed up and I instantly relaxed. She smiled and laughed and put me at ease. I’d never met anyone like her and knew I never would again.

      We go back into the house and straight to my room.

      “I thought you were tired,” she says as I unbutton her shirt.

      “I’m feeling a lot better now.” I look at her. “Stay with me tonight. Unless you have—”

      “I don’t have plans.” Her gaze lowers to my chest. “I was hoping this guy would invite me over, but he didn’t talk to me all week so I wasn’t counting on it.”

      “Paige, don’t.” I lift her face up to mine. “Let’s just forget what happened. We both made mistakes. We both assumed things we shouldn’t. From now on, we say what’s on our mind. No more guessing or assuming we know what the other person is thinking.”

      “Then I have something to tell you,” she says with a smile.

      “Can you tell me later? We’re kind of in the middle of something here.”

      “I really need to tell you now.”

      “Okay. What is it?”

      She pulls me down to her and whispers in my ear, telling me all the things she wants me to do to her. It’s the sexiest damn thing I’ve ever heard.

      She spends the night with me, and for the first time in a week, I sleep for a full eight hours. I wake up feeling like myself again. Feeling like I made the right decision coming back here. It’ll be hard being away from my dad when he’s sick, but I have someone to help me get through it. Someone who knows what it’s like. Someone I could see myself falling in love with.
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      “You’re being too hard on yourself,” Paige says as we walk through the parking lot at her apartment building. “I think you played great.”

      “I sucked, but at least we won.”

      The game was a few hours ago, but I’m still kicking myself for all the mistakes I made. It was embarrassing. I’m glad my dad wasn’t there to witness it.

      “You messed up one play,” Paige says. “Big deal. Everyone messes up.”

      “I messed up more than once. Your dad’s going to give me that damn award again. Or he’ll make a new one. An award for the player who screws up the most.”

      Paige steps in front of me. “It was one game. It’s not the end of the world. And I think you did great.”

      “You’re my girlfriend.” I put my arms around her. “You have to say that.”

      She sighs. “Are you going to be thinking about this all night?”

      “I’ll try not to. It’s just that I haven’t played that bad since I was a freshman.”

      “You were tired. You’re worried about your dad. You haven’t been at practice all week. It makes sense you didn’t play well.”

      “So you admit that I sucked.”

      She rolls her eyes. “That is not what I said.”

      “But it’s what you were thinking.”

      “Actually, I was thinking of something else.” She smiles. “Something that would take your mind off the game.”

      “I bet I can guess what it is.” I lean down and kiss her.

      “Paige!” someone yells.

      She pulls away from me. “Dad?”

      I whip my head to the side and see Coach barreling toward us, his arms pumping, his face red. “Get your hands off my daughter!”

      “Dad, stop!” Paige sneaks in front of me, facing her dad. “What are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to take you to dinner.” He glares at me. “But apparently you had other plans.”

      “Eli is just a friend,” Paige says, remaining in front of me. “We were talking about the game.”

      “I know what I saw, Paige. That wasn’t what you do with a friend.”

      Paige stands up straighter. “Dad, I’m not a child. I can date whoever I want.”

      “You two are dating?” He huffs. “This just keeps getting better. So how long has this been going on?”

      “I didn’t mean we’re dating,” Paige says, realizing what she said. “We’re just—”

      “We’ve dated for a few weeks,” I say to her dad, deciding it’s no use trying to hide it. Coach is an ass, but he’s not stupid. He knows the kiss he just saw wasn’t our first.

      “A few weeks,” he says to me, clenching his jaw. “After I told you, and every other guy on the team, to stay away from her.”

      “I didn’t know you were her dad. I mean, when I met Paige. We met last summer. In June, at my cousin’s wedding. I didn’t think I’d see her again until I found out she was going to school here.”

      “I told you she was my daughter,” he says through gritted teeth. “I showed you a damn picture!”

      “It’s not his fault,” Paige says. “It’s mine. When I found out he went to school here, I asked him if we could go out. He told me he couldn’t. Because of you. But I convinced him to go out with me.”

      “Even if that were true, he could’ve said no. But he didn’t.”

      “I did.” I look him in the eye. “I told her we couldn’t do this.”

      “Then what the hell did I just see? Because that sure as hell didn’t look like you staying away from my daughter.”

      “Eli and I started talking,” Paige says. “That’s all it was at first. We were just talking, getting to know each other. We realized we have a lot in common and then things just kind of progressed.”

      “I thought you were smarter than this, Tate,” Coach says. “But this just shows me you’re not.” He smiles a little, not in a happy way, but in a way that concerns me. “I’ll let you two get on with your evening.”

      He turns and walks away.

      “Dad?” Paige says, like she can’t believe he’s just leaving.

      “Let him go,” I say, watching as he gets in his truck.

      “I don’t get it. I thought he’d try to get you to leave.”

      Her dad doesn’t even glance our way as he passes us on his way out of the parking lot.

      “He needs to cool down,” I say. “And then you need to talk to him. Find out what the hell that meant. Why he just left like that. There’s no way he’s okay with us being together.”

      “I’ll talk to him tomorrow. I’m going over there in the morning, unless he tells me I can’t, which is possible if he’s still angry at me.”

      He’s definitely angry, at both of us, so what just happened? Why did he leave? Without even trying to get me away from Paige?

      “Let’s go inside,” she says.

      “Why? We can go out. We don’t have to hide anymore.”

      “You’re right.” She smiles, but it’s strained. She wants to be happy we no longer have to hide our relationship, but we both know this isn’t the end. Her dad’s not just giving up. If he gives an order and you don’t follow it, you get punished.

      My punishment’s coming. I know it is, but what’s it going to be? What’s he going to do?

      “Let’s go to the party,” I say, taking her hand.

      “You want to go to a party? After what just happened?”

      “I need to talk to Wes. He’s good at figuring people out. Maybe he’ll be able to tell me what the hell just happened and what it means.”

      The party is at a house a few miles from campus where three guys from the team live. When we arrive, I don’t see Wes’ SUV, just a few cars parked on the street. It’s ten after seven. Most people don’t arrive until after nine.

      “He’s not here,” I say. “It’s too early. Let’s go back to my house and come back later.”

      When we get to my house, Wes’ SUV is in the driveway along with Theo’s car. I park beside them and shut off the truck.

      “I didn’t tell them about us,” I say, turning to Paige. “That we’re back together.”

      “Why?” she asks, taking off her seatbelt.

      “Because when I saw them this morning, we were focused on getting ready for the game. And then after the game, everyone was celebrating and it just didn’t seem like the right time.”

      “I feel like there’s something else. Something you’re not telling me.”

      I hesitate, not sure how to say this. “It’s Colton. He doesn’t think you’re good for me.”

      “Yeah, I got that impression when I came to see you last week.”

      “Why? What did he say?”

      “He’s just really protective of you, which is sweet. It shows how much he cares about you.”

      “Whatever he said, you shouldn’t take it personally. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. He doesn’t know you like I do. I don’t care what he thinks about us being back together. I’m just saying, he may not be thrilled when we tell him.”

      “What about your other friends?”

      “They’ll support me being with you, but I think they’re still not sure about us.”

      “Because of my father?”

      “Because of what he could do. With everything I have going on, they don’t want your dad making things worse. And they didn’t like that I had to hide out and couldn’t go to parties or go out with them. They know that wasn’t your fault. They weren’t blaming you. They’re just looking out for me. It has nothing to do with what they think of you. And now we don’t have to hide so that’s no longer an issue. It’s your dad we have to worry about.”

      “I’ll talk to him. When I see him tomorrow, I’ll tell him to leave you alone.”

      “That’s not going to work. Your dad doesn’t listen to you. He doesn’t listen to anyone.”

      When we go into the house, Wes, Theo, and Colton are hanging out in the living room, talking. They quiet down when they see me with Paige.

      “Hey,” Wes says.

      Theo and Colton give each other a look.

      “We were just talking about you,” Wes says. “Wondering where you were.”

      “I went to see Paige.” I take her hand and walk her over to the couch where Wes and Colton are sitting. Theo is next to them in the chair.

      “Hi!” Paige smiles at Wes, then at Theo. “Hi, Theo.”

      “Hey,” he mutters, glancing at her.

      Paige looks over at Colton. “Hi, Colton.”

      He gives her a nod, then gets up. “I need a beer. Anyone want anything?”

      Nobody answers.

      “So you two are back together?” Wes asks.

      “Yeah, we talked last night,” I say. “Worked things out.”

      “What about Coach?” Theo asks. “You’re just not going to worry about him? You’re going to keep hiding out?”

      “He knows.”

      “Wait—what?” Colton says, returning with his beer. “Did you say Coach knows about this?”

      “He just found out,” Paige says with a sigh. “He came by my apartment and saw me with Eli. He saw us kissing.”

      “Fuck,” Wes mutters.

      “What happened?” Theo asks. “What did he do?”

      Colton walks up to me, staring at my face. “Doesn’t look like he punched him.”

      “He didn’t even try,” I say. “He yelled at me to get away from her, then we told him we’re dating and he left.”

      “That’s it?” Wes says. “He just left?”

      “We explained to him that we didn’t plan on this happening,” Paige says. “Eli told him how we met at the wedding last summer, and then I explained how Eli didn’t want to get involved with me, that it was me that wanted more from him, but I’m not sure he believed me.”

      “He didn’t,” I say. “He’s making me the villain in this, which I knew he would if he ever found out.” I bring Paige to the couch with me and sit down beside Wes. “I don’t know where to go from here. I feel like there’s something I should be doing, but I don’t know what.”

      “There isn’t anything you can do,” Wes says. “Talking to him isn’t going to change anything. He’s all about giving orders and making sure we follow them. You went against his order to stay away from his daughter. Nothing you say or do will make him okay with it.”

      “I have plans with him tomorrow,” Paige says. “I’ll try to talk to him, tell him to leave Eli alone.”

      “It won’t work,” Theo mutters.

      “You can try,” Wes says to Paige, “but I think Theo’s right. It’s not going to make a difference. You tried talking to him today and look what happened.”

      “We don’t know what happened,” I say. “It didn’t make sense. He went from yelling at us to telling us to have a good evening, and then he left.”

      “Yeah, that’s bad,” Wes says, rubbing his jaw.

      Bad? I was hoping he’d tell me it was good that he left, that he wasn’t as angry as I thought. I was counting on Wes to make me feel better, to assure me everything would be fine. But now I’m feeling worse.
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      “What do you mean?” I say to Wes. “What do you think he’s going to do?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t want to guess and make you worry about something that may not happen.”

      “I know what would end this,” Colton says, standing beside the couch, his beer in his hand.

      “What?” I say.

      “Just be friends. Coach still won’t like it, but he’s more likely to accept that than the two of you dating.”

      “We’re not breaking up,” I say, angry that Colton even suggested that.

      “I’m just saying, it’d solve your problem and you two could still hang out.”

      “And when I suggested that exact same thing with you and Ella, what did you say?”

      “That was different.”

      “How is it different? You knew dating Ella could ruin your friendship with Theo, and you still did it, even after I told you not to.”

      “You told him not to date Ella?” Theo says to me.

      “We all did, but he didn’t listen.” I look back at Colton. “Even after Theo found out, you still dated her. You destroyed your friendship with Theo for a girl, not having any idea if you and her would last.”

      “Yeah, and it all worked out,” Colton says.

      “Exactly. So why would I give up being with Paige? Maybe things will work out and her dad will accept us like Theo accepted you being with Ella.”

      “To be clear,” Theo says, “I haven’t accepted it. I’m just trying to live with it.”

      “Let’s not do this,” Wes says. “We could spend all night trying to figure out what Coach might do, but it’s not going to get us anywhere.”

      “So what does that mean?” I say. “That Paige and I go on like nothing happened?”

      Wes looks at Paige. “If I were you, I wouldn’t bring this up when you see your dad tomorrow. It’s up to you, but I think talking to him and trying to change his mind about this will probably start a fight and make him even more angry at Eli.”

      “It might,” Paige says, but she doesn’t sound convinced.

      “I think he’s right,” I say to Paige. “It’s too soon to talk to your dad. He’s still going to be angry tomorrow, even if he pretends he’s not. He’s probably sitting at home right now, coming up with ways to kill me.”

      “Don’t even joke about that,” Paige says. “My dad would never hurt you.”

      “Yeah, he would,” Theo says. “He almost killed him yesterday at practice and didn’t give a shit.”

      Paige looks at me. “What’s he talking about?”

      “Nothing. Forget it.”

      “Eli was dehydrated and hadn’t eaten,” Theo says. “He kept cramping up and looked like he was going to pass out.”

      “Your dad wouldn’t let him have water,” Colton says in an angry tone. “The asshole wouldn’t even let him sit down and take a break.”

      “Is that true?” Paige asks me.

      I shrug. “It doesn’t matter. I was fine.”

      “He’s lying,” Colton says. “He wasn’t fine. He shouldn’t have even been at practice. He almost passed out just walking to the field.”

      “You’re exaggerating,” I tell him.

      “He’s not,” Wes says, his eyes on Paige. “Colton’s right. Eli shouldn’t have been out there yesterday. But we all knew Coach wouldn’t let him go home. He saw that Eli was dehydrated. He saw him cramping up. And he still wouldn’t let him have water.”

      Paige turns to me. “Why didn’t you tell me this?”

      “Why would I tell you? It wouldn’t change anything. That’s just how he is. A lot of coaches treat their players that way.”

      “That doesn’t make it right.”

      Theo checks his phone. “Hey, Wes, Darcy texted. She and Avery are ready for us to pick them up.”

      “We’re going to dinner before the party,” Wes says to me. “You guys want to come?”

      “No,” I say. “I don’t feel like going out tonight.”

      “We’ll stay here,” Paige says to Wes. “But thanks for the invite.”

      “What about me and Ella?” Colton says. “We don’t get an invite?”

      “Ask Theo,” Wes says, glancing at him.

      “You’re not invited,” Theo says, getting up.

      “Why? Because I accidentally kissed Ella in front of you yesterday?”

      “It wasn’t an accident. You did it on purpose, because you know it pisses me off.”

      “It wasn’t on purpose. I just forgot you were there.”

      Theo walks out the door.

      Wes gets up. “Don’t ask me to talk to him about this,” he says to Colton. “I’m staying out of it.”

      “You see what I have to deal with?” Colton says to me. “And Theo’s my friend. You’re going to have it way worse with Coach. But hey, if that’s what you want.” He follows Wes to the door.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Wes says to him.

      “To see Ella.” Colton smiles. “She’ll get us an invite.”

      He goes out the door with Wes.

      “I think your friends want us to break up,” Paige says.

      “Forget about them. It doesn’t matter what they think.”

      “Maybe I should cancel my plans with my dad tomorrow. I don’t think I want to see him after hearing how he treated you at practice.”

      “If you cancel, he’ll think I made you do it. It’ll make things worse for me.”

      She nods. “Okay, I’ll go.

      “I don’t want to spend the rest of the night thinking about your dad.” I smile a little. “We’re supposed to be making up.”

      “Making up? We weren’t fighting.”

      “We weren’t talking. That’s a form of fighting.” I stand up. “C’mon. Let’s go make up, then we’ll fight so we can make up again.”

      She laughs. “Or we could skip the fight and just make up.”

      We go to my room and spend the rest of the night in bed. Paige falls asleep in my arms, which would usually relax me enough that I’d fall asleep, but tonight I can’t. I’m too worried about what’s going to happen.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, Paige goes to her apartment to get ready to go see her dad. She’s going to his house at ten to have brunch and then coming here to spend the rest of the day with me. Or that’s the plan, unless her dad forbids her from seeing me.

      While she’s gone, I try to study, but can’t, so I go to the gym. A few guys from the team are there, but most won’t show up until later, after the alcohol from last night is out of their system.

      I’m finishing up my last few reps when Colton shows up. He didn’t come home last night, which meant he spent the night with Ella in her dorm room. Theo doesn’t know he does that. If he did, he’d be yelling at Colton, telling him he’s going to get Ella kicked out of the dorms. Guys aren’t supposed to spend the night in a girl’s room. It’s a rule, but nobody follows it.

      “You’re here early,” Colton says, adjusting the weights on the machine next to mine.

      I ignore him. I’m still angry at him for telling me to end it with Paige.

      He comes over to me, leaning his arm against the machine I’m using. “Did you go out last night?”

      I don’t answer him. I stare straight ahead as I do the final two reps, then get up and go around him.

      He follows me. “What’s going on? You’re not talking to me?”

      “Not after what you said yesterday.”

      He gets in front of me. “About what? Paige?”

      “Why the hell would you tell me to break up with her? When she’s sitting right there?”

      “Because I don’t like what this is doing to you. You’ve been a fucking mess since she got to town and it’s only going to get worse if you stay with her.”

      “And how is that your business? Why do you think you get to decide this?”

      “I don’t. But I’m not going to just stand by watching it happen and not say anything.”

      “And yet you expected me to do that when I saw you dating Ella behind Theo’s back.”

      “Would you stop bringing that up? It’s not the same.”

      “It is. You’re just not seeing it. You need to stay the hell out of this or we’re done being friends.” I go around him and out the door.

      I don’t understand him. How can he not see the similarities in our situations? He hated it when I told him to stay away from Ella. We had fights about it. Now our roles are reversed, and he doesn’t get why I’m angry at him for telling me to end it with Paige.

      At noon, I’m home making lunch when Paige arrives. She’s wearing dark jeans and a pink sweater, her hair down and straight. She looks beautiful.

      “How’d it go?” I ask as she comes into the house.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He didn’t seem mad. He was actually really nice. He wanted me to stay and watch football with him, but I told him I had to study.”

      “He didn’t say anything about last night?”

      “No, nothing. I didn’t either. We acted like it never happened.”

      “It can’t be that easy. He wouldn’t just drop it and let us be together.”

      “Maybe he would. Maybe he realized he’s hurting my relationship with him by being this way. First with my mom’s birthday, and now this.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t buy it. Maybe he’s decided to let you off the hook for this, but he won’t do the same for me. He’s not letting me get away with this.”

      “Well, at least he wasn’t angry.”

      “He is. He was just hiding it from you. He’ll take his anger out on me tomorrow at practice.”

      We sit down and I eat my lunch. Paige wants to talk more about her dad, but talking about him makes me nervous about what he’s going to do, so I turn on the TV and find a football game. Paige gets really into it, commenting on all the plays, which is freaking hot, almost as hot as seeing her in a lab coat and glasses. We end up in bed before the game is over.

      “We missed the end of the game,” Paige says as we lie in bed. She smiles at me. “But what we just did was a lot more fun.”

      “It was.” I kiss her. “The game probably has a few minutes left. We could watch it.”

      “I would, but I really need to do some reading for class. I’m falling behind.”

      “Yeah, I need to study for my Biochem test.”

      My grades have been horrible this year, but the semester just started so I’m not too concerned about it. I thought I’d catch up on school stuff this weekend, but then I got back together with Paige and decided I’d rather spend time with her than read a textbook.

      We spend the rest of the day studying, and for the most part I’m able to focus and not think about Paige’s dad. But when she leaves at ten and I try to go to sleep, I start panicking, not wanting to face whatever’s coming tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      Monday morning, I get to the gym earlier than usual to avoid running into Coach. I hurry through my workout, and as I’m leaving, I see Coach in the hall.

      “Good morning, Tate,” he says.

      He’s never done that before. If he sees me, or any of the guys, in the hallway, he just ignores us.

      I don’t say anything back to him. I just get out of there.

      In the afternoon, I go to my job at the lab, trying to drag it out so I don’t arrive early to practice.

      “Maybe I should skip it,” I say to Paige as we talk in her office. “He already hates me. It’s not like skipping practice could make things any worse.”

      “You can’t avoid him forever. You just need to go there and get it over with.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” I say with a sigh.

      She comes over to me and gives me a kiss. “Let me know how it goes.”

      “I will, if I’m still alive.”

      “Stop it. He’s not going to kill you. Are you coming over tonight?”

      “It depends on how practice goes. I’ll call you later.”

      As I’m walking across campus to the athletic building, I feel like I’m heading to my execution. I know I’m being dramatic. He’s not actually going to kill me. But he’s going to do something, and it’s not going to be good.

      When I get to the locker room, I expect Coach to be there waiting for me, telling me not to bother going to practice because I’m off the team. But he’s not there. And when I get to the field, it’s like any other day. We have practice, and two hours later, he lets us leave, on time for once.

      “I don’t get it,” I say to Wes when we get to the locker room. “He didn’t do anything.”

      “Maybe he decided to let it go,” Wes says. “Or maybe Paige talked to him about it.”

      “She said she didn’t.” I open my locker. “He only yelled at me once today. That’s not normal.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. I’m just as surprised as you.”

      Paige is surprised too. When I go to her apartment later, she can’t believe her dad didn’t do anything. She thought at the very least, he’d call me into his office and yell at me for dating her behind his back.

      There’s no way I’m getting away with this. So why didn’t he do anything? Or say anything? What is he waiting for?
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      “Please, have a seat,” Mr. Evans, the athletic director, says as I walk into his office.

      “What is this about?” I ask.

      “I’ll get to that shortly.”

      It’s Thursday afternoon. I’m supposed to be getting ready for practice, but earlier today I got a call from Mr. Evans’ assistant, telling me to come to his office at three.

      This is it. My punishment for dating Paige. I knew her dad wouldn’t let me get away with it. Paige kept telling me not to worry. She said they wouldn’t wait this long to do something, but I know how the system works. Her dad needed time to build a case against me, and since I’m here, it appears he’s done just that.

      I sit down in the hard plastic chair across from Mr. Evans. “So why am I here?”

      “We’ll start in a moment. We’re still waiting for someone.”

      “Sorry I’m late,” I hear Coach say. “I was stuck in a meeting.”

      “You’re right on time,” Mr. Evans says.

      Coach shuts the door and sits in the chair beside me, not looking at me.

      “Let’s get started.” Mr. Evans folds his hands and places them on the desk, looking very serious, his eyes directed at me. “I called you here today to discuss your performance. It seems you haven’t been meeting the expectations set forth for participating on the football team.”

      “What expectations?” I say. “I’ve done everything—”

      “Let me finish,” Mr. Evans says. “And then we can discuss your concerns.”

      I wait for him to continue.

      “Coach Boyd has informed me that you’re not putting in enough effort at practice and that sometimes you’re not even showing up. Specifically, he said you missed practice three times last week, and that last Friday, you asked if you could skip it. That doesn’t sound like someone who’s interested in being on the team.”

      “I think he’s just got too much on his plate,” Coach says, feigning concern for me. “He’s taking some difficult classes and has a part-time job. It’s understandable that he can no longer give football his full effort.”

      I’m furious I have to sit here and listen to this, but I know I’ll get in even more trouble if I say anything.

      “I need to add that your performance in the game last week was not at the level we would expect from someone who’s been on the team for two years,” Mr. Evans says to me. “It was a sharp contrast to how you played in the first two games of the season. I’m wondering if Coach Boyd is correct in that you just have too much on your plate. I looked at your class load and it’s certainly manageable, but add in the time commitment required for football and it may be too much for you. Coach Boyd is recommending we remove you from the team so you can focus on your studies.”

      “I knew it,” I mutter under my breath.

      “What was that?” Mr. Evans says. “Please speak up so we can hear you.”

      “You’re wrong,” I say. “It’s not too much. I can handle my classes and football. I’ve been doing it for two years.”

      “Yes, but you’re in higher-level classes now. Ones that are more difficult and require more study time. I checked your grades, Eli. They’re not good.”

      “Because I had to go home last week. For a family emergency. I didn’t have time to study. But now I do, and I promise you, my grades will improve. It’s the beginning of the semester. I have plenty of time to get my grades up.”

      “There’s also the issue of your performance on the team. Coach Boyd, would you like to address that?”

      “I think you already have,” Coach says. “I recommend we move forward with getting Eli off the field so he can focus on his studies.”

      “I can’t believe this is happening.” I get up, no longer able to hold back my anger. I turn to Coach Boyd. “You’re seriously doing this to get back at me?”

      “Get back at him?” Mr. Evans says to Coach. “What is he talking about?”

      “He doesn’t want me dating his daughter,” I say, deciding if I’m going down in flames, I might as well take the jerk with me. I don’t think the college would be pleased to find out Coach was using his position and power to get revenge on a student over a personal matter. “He’s doing this to get back at me for being with Paige.”

      Coach laughs. “Don’t be ridiculous. This has nothing to do with that.”

      “Eli, I understand you’re upset,” Mr. Evans says. “But you need to calm down. Let’s finish up and then you can leave.”

      “What else is there to say? I’m off the team. Losing my scholarship. I got it. I’ll go pack up my stuff and go.”

      “Eli, please. Sit down.”

      He waits for me to sit.

      “Our decision isn’t final yet. There’s a process that needs to take place and some other people will be involved. We’ll discuss this and get back to you.”

      “But it’s going to happen, right? I mean, if there was a chance it wasn’t, why bother telling me?”

      “As I said, we’ll get back to you.” He stands up. “You can go now. Coach Boyd and I have some things to discuss.”

      I go past Coach and storm out of the office. I head straight to the athletic building and go inside to the locker room.

      “You’re late,” Theo says. “We were just about to head to the field.”

      “You can go without me. I’m done.”

      “What do you mean?” Colton asks.

      “I’m done. I’ve been kicked off the team.”

      Wes, Colton, and Theo all stare at me.

      “Since when?” Wes asks.

      “A few minutes ago. I just came from Mr. Evans’ office. Coach was there. Apparently, he told Mr. Evans I’m not performing up to standards and that I have too much on my plate and need to be taken off the team.”

      “Fuck, are you serious?” Wes says, sounding as angry as I feel. “He can’t do this. A coach can’t kick you off the team.”

      “He can when he gets his boss involved. He laid out a whole case against me. It’s over. I’m done. I’m off the team. And without my scholarship, I can’t afford school. So much for going to college. Being a doctor. It’s all over. All because some asshole is pissed at me for dating his daughter.”

      “Is this final?” Theo asks. “I thought they had to go through some kind of process.”

      “They do, but it’s not going to change anything. Coach is determined to get rid of me. He’ll tell them whatever they need to hear to kick me off the team. I need to go. I’ll see you guys later.”

      I go back to my house and try to figure out how I’m going to break the news to my parents. I won’t do it now. I’ll wait until the decision is final. I wonder how long that’ll take. If it’s going to be soon, I should start packing. There’s no use going to class anymore if I can’t finish the semester. I don’t need to bother studying either.

      I spend the rest of the afternoon feeling lost and like I don’t know what to do with myself. I’m used to being busy from the moment I wake up until I go to bed, but without school and football, I have nothing to do.

      What am I going to do when I move back home? It’s a small town in Maine. There aren’t many jobs there. I’ll have to take whatever I can get and try to save up some money.

      At five, I’m sitting on the couch, staring at the TV, still trying to figure out what the hell I’m going to do with my life, when the doorbell rings. I get up and answer the door. Paige is standing there, her eyes red and puffy, like she’s been crying.

      “I heard what happened,” she says, sniffling. “I’m so sorry.”

      I move out of the way as she comes inside.

      “How’d you find out?” I ask.

      “Ella called me. Colton texted her because he knew she had my number.”

      “Colton’s at practice.”

      “He must’ve snuck away and called her. I don’t know the details. He just wanted to make sure I knew. Why didn’t you call me as soon as you found out?”

      “Because you were teaching the lab.”

      “You still should’ve called. This is an emergency. We have to figure out what to do.”

      “Paige, it’s over. I can’t do anything. Your dad made a case for why I shouldn’t be on the team. It doesn’t matter if I tell them what he said isn’t true. The school’s going to believe him over me.”

      “What reason did he give for why you shouldn’t be on the team?”

      “Missing practice was one, but I only missed because my dad was sick.”

      “Did you tell them that?”

      “I said I had a family emergency. Mr. Evans, the athletic director, didn’t seem to think that was a valid excuse, or maybe it didn’t matter, given all the other stuff your dad told him.”

      “What else did he say?”

      “That I don’t put in enough effort at practice, which isn’t true. Ask any guy on the team and they’ll tell you how hard I work. And your dad told them I can’t handle football and my classes, which he supported by pointing out my failing grades. But again, that’s only because I missed class when I went home and because I’ve been worried about my dad. I would’ve gotten my grades up, but they’re not going to give me a chance to. Once this decision is final, I’m out of here.”

      “Eli, no.” She holds my hand. “You can’t leave.”

      “I don’t have a choice. I can’t afford to go here. My family isn’t rich. They’re barely getting by. I’ll have to move home, get a job, and try to save up some money.”

      “No. This can’t happen.” She goes past me and paces the floor, nervously chewing her lip. “There has to be a way to fix this. You’re not losing your entire future because of something stupid my dad did.”

      “Paige, it’s over.” I grab her hand, stopping her from pacing. “I’m going to have to leave.”

      “No.” She puts her arms around me and rests her head on my chest. “We didn’t find each other again only for it to end.”

      “We can still talk. And I could drive down and see you.”

      “You’ll be working all the time. And you said you’d call me before and never did.”

      “When? After the wedding?”

      She looks up at me. “I waited for you to call me, and you never did.”

      “I wanted to. I just decided not to because I didn’t think we could make it work, living in different states.”

      “If you didn’t think it would work then, it won’t work now either.”

      “It’s different now. I know you. I love—” I clear my throat. “I’d make time to come see you. We could at least try to make this work. Unless you don’t want to.”

      She doesn’t give me an answer. She rests her head on my chest and we remain there, neither one of us knowing what to say.

      This wasn’t supposed to happen. But I knew it would.
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      “Paige,” my dad says, sounding surprised as he greets me at the door Friday night.

      I was too angry to talk to him last night. I’m still angry, but I’ve calmed down enough to at least attempt to have a conversation with him.

      “We need to talk,” I say, going past him into the house.

      He sighs as he closes the door. “Paige, if this is about that kid from the team—”

      “Eli.” I storm up to him. “His name is Eli. All the players have names and it’d be nice if you used them.”

      “So you came here to scold me. Is that what this is? Because if so, I don’t have time for it.”

      “You’re going to make time or I won’t be coming here again.”

      “Honey, you’re being dramatic,” he says, going to the living room. “He’s just one boy. Others will come along.”

      “But Eli is the guy I want to be with.” I stand in front of him as he sits down in his chair. “And this isn’t just about my relationship with Eli. It’s about you, not caring about me, or Eli, or anyone else on the team.”

      “Paige, you know I care about you. As for the team, it’s not my job to be their parent.”

      “I’m not asking you to be their parent. I’m asking you to care about them as people and understand that there’s more going on in their lives than just football.”

      “I do understand that. It’s why I recommended Eli be released from the team. His grades are falling. He’s missing practice, and when he bothers to show up, he stumbles and forgets the plays. It’s clear that being on the team is too much for him.”

      I sit down on the couch. “Eli’s father has cancer.”

      My dad looks over at me. “He what?”

      “His father has cancer. He had it before and it’s back. That’s why Eli missed practice last week. He went home to be with his family. His parents made him come back to school, but he’s been so worried about his dad that he hasn’t been sleeping or eating regular meals. He’s messing up the plays and stumbling on the field because he’s exhausted and not eating or even remembering to drink water.” I pause. “Sound familiar?”

      He doesn’t answer, but he knows what I’m getting at. My dad had trouble eating and sleeping when my mom was sick.

      “Eli’s dad can’t work right now, and his mom’s job doesn’t pay much. If he loses his scholarship, he’s done. He won’t go back to school, or if he does, it’ll be years from now, after he’s saved up enough money. But he won’t have enough for medical school. He won’t become a doctor. He wants to be an oncologist. He was hoping to help his dad if the cancer came back, but it came back too soon. But he could help a lot of other people, or he could’ve if you hadn’t taken away his scholarship.”

      My dad looks away, gazing at the photo of my mom on the fireplace mantel. “Why didn’t he tell me this?”

      “He didn’t want people feeling sorry for him. Dad, what I’m trying to tell you is that everyone’s going through something. It’s not just you. I know you miss Mom. I know you’re angry she’s gone, but that doesn’t mean you can take out that anger on me or the guys on the team. I’ve gotten to know some of those guys and their lives aren’t as perfect as you think. Did you know Wes’ dad died when Wes was really young? Or that Theo’s mom was an alcoholic for most of his life?”

      He keeps quiet, still staring at the photo of my mom.

      “I could go on, but I think you get the point. I don’t know what’s happened to you, Dad, but you’re not the father I grew up with. You’ve changed so much that I feel like I don’t even know you anymore. Mom would be furious if she were here, seeing you make up stories about a guy so he’ll get kicked off the team and have to leave school. And for what? So you can prove to me that you’re the one in control? That you’re in charge of my life and all my decisions? Was this my punishment for not doing what you wanted?”

      Again, he doesn’t answer me, but I’m hoping he’s at least listening to what I’m saying.

      “I can’t do it, Dad. I can’t keep living this way. I can’t keep taking care of you and not taking care of myself. I need my own life. I need to make my own decisions without you interfering or telling me they’re wrong.” I pause. “I came here to ask you to get Eli back on the team. It’s not too late. You could talk to the athletic director and tell him you’ve reconsidered your decision and think Eli should be given another chance.” I get up from the couch. “That was it. That’s what I wanted to say. I’ll see you later.”

      He remains in his chair as I let myself out. When I get to my car, I fight back tears, reminding myself to be strong. Saying all that to my dad wasn’t easy, but it needed to be said. I can’t let him continue to control my life and guilt me into doing things his way. He needs to find his own path, his own friends, and let me go.

      When I get to Wes’ house, it’s after eight. I called him when practice ended and asked if I could stop by before he went out for the night. I don’t know if he’ll agree to my request, but I decided it couldn’t hurt to try. And if anyone could make this happen, it’s him.

      “Hi, Wes,” I say as he greets me at the door. “Thanks for agreeing to meet with me.”

      “Sure. Come on in.”

      I follow him inside.

      “What’s this about?”

      “I have a favor to ask,” I tell him. “And it’s a big one.”
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      “What are we doing here?” I say to Paige as she tugs on my arm, dragging me toward the bleachers. “Practice is starting. I’m not supposed to be here.”

      “Today you need to be.”

      “Why? Is your dad announcing I’m officially off the team?”

      “No, just wait.” She stops and looks out at the field. All the guys are standing around Coach while he goes over what they’re doing today.

      “Paige, c’mon, I don’t want to be here.”

      It’s Monday, and I still haven’t gotten the news that I’m off the team. But I haven’t been at practice and didn’t play in the game last weekend so it’s obvious my time on the team is over.

      Halston lost the game. It was our first loss of the season. I asked Colton how long Coach yelled at them after it was over, thinking he’d go on for at least an hour, but Colton said he gave them a short speech and then left. He must not have been feeling well. That’s the only reason I could think of that he’d leave without yelling at everyone.

      “We’re not doing that,” I hear Wes say.

      “What did you say?” Coach yells.

      “I said we’re not doing it,” Wes yells back.

      “Not doing what?” Coach asks.

      Wes walks up to him. “We’re not doing the play. We’re not doing anything today.”

      Coach laughs a little. “What is this? Some kind of joke?”

      “It’s not a joke. We’re not practicing today. Or tomorrow. Or this week. Whatever it takes.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “We’re not doing it. You get rid of one of us, the rest of us are going too.”

      “What is he doing?” I say to Paige.

      “It’s time.” She grabs my arm and leads me onto the field.

      “Pennington, stop this nonsense and get in position!” Coach yells. “You’re wasting everyone’s time.”

      “Who’s practicing today?” Wes yells. “Raise your hand.”

      None of the guys raise their hand.

      Paige stops a few feet behind her dad. His back is to us so he doesn’t see us.

      “You’re all in on this?” Coach yells.

      “We’re a team,” Wes says. “We stick together.”

      “You don’t take part in practice, you’re not on the team,” Coach says. “Is that what you all want? To give up your scholarships?”

      “None of us need the scholarship,” Wes says. “The only person who does is the one you kicked off the team. We talked to Mr. Evans and told him what you said about Eli not putting in effort at practice was a lie. We could’ve told him a lot more, like how you keep us late at practice, going against regulations on time limits that college athletes can be on the field. Or how you refused to let Eli have water when we all knew he needed it. These are things that might’ve gotten you fired so we kept that for later, in case we need it.”

      “So this is how it’s going to be?” Coach says. “All of you against me?”

      “We don’t want to be against you,” Wes says. “We want you to be part of the team, but you’re not. You act like you’re against us, not on our side.”

      Wes walks past Coach and over to me. “You take Eli from us? We all leave.”

      Coach turns and sees me there with Paige. He looks at her, then at me. “You got some good friends, Tate.”

      “Yeah. I do.” I glance at Wes, shocked that he’s doing this, and that he got everyone to agree to it.

      “We’re going to go now,” Wes says to Coach. “Give you time to think.” He grips my shoulder and says to me, “Let’s get out of here.”

      We turn and walk off the field, and when I look back, I see the whole team behind us and Coach left standing on the field.

      “I can’t believe you did this,” I say to Wes. “What’s he going to do without a team?”

      “He can’t do anything. That’s why this works. He has to put you back on the team or our season is over. The school’s not going to let that happen.”

      “When did you decide to do this?”

      “Last Friday. But it wasn’t my idea.”

      “Whose idea was it?”

      He smiles at Paige, who’s still beside me.

      I look at her. “You did this?”

      “I asked. I didn’t know if Wes would agree to it.”

      We stop when we reach the door to the locker room.

      “You think you’ll stop over later?” Wes asks Paige.

      “He invited the team to his house tonight,” she tells me. “We weren’t sure if you’d want to go.”

      “Yeah, we’ll be there,” I say to Wes. I give him a shoulder hug. “Thanks again for doing this. I don’t know if it’ll work, but thanks for trying.”

      “Thank your girlfriend. It was her idea. We’ll see you tonight.”

      Paige and I continue down the hall and out to the parking lot.

      “I don’t know what to say.” I stop her before we get to her car. “No one’s ever done anything like this for me.”

      “I had to do something. I don’t want you to go.”

      “It might be too late.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      I look down, then back up at her. “They called me today. I have to be at Evans’ office tomorrow at eight. I guess they made their decision.”

      “No,” she whispers. “They can’t do this.”

      “Hey.” I lean down to her. “We’ll figure this out. You’re only here for two years. After that, I’ll go wherever you end up. We’ll get an apartment. I’ll find a job. This doesn’t have to be the end for us.”

      She nods, but I can tell she doesn’t believe me. I’m not sure I do either. We say we’ll stay together, but living hours apart, what are the odds we really will?
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      Tuesday morning, I get to the athletic director’s office ten minutes early, just wanting to get this over with.

      “Mr. Evans?” I say, getting his attention as he stares down at his phone.

      He looks up. “Eli. Come on in.”

      I walk into the room and sit on the same hard plastic chair I sat in before.

      “There’s been a change of plans,” Mr. Evans says. “Regarding the decision about your place on the team.”

      “Um, okay. What does that mean?”

      “Well, normally, we’d be starting the process this week, going through the steps to evaluate your case, seeing if we agree or disagree with Coach Boyd’s recommendation, but that’s no longer necessary.”

      No longer necessary? Does that mean they’re taking me off the team without even discussing it? Did Paige’s dad tell them some lie about me that’s bad enough that they won’t even consider keeping me around?

      “Coach Boyd came and talked to me yesterday and said he’d made a mistake. He said he’d made a rash decision and that after further consideration he felt you needed to remain on the team.”

      “He said this yesterday?” I ask. “What time?”

      “It was sometime in the morning. I think around nine? Why does the time matter?”

      It matters because it means he changed his mind before the team walked off the field yesterday. He’d already decided to keep me on the team. But why? What changed his mind?

      “I just wondered,” I say, answering his question. “So I’m back on the team?”

      “Yes, starting now. And obviously, you’ll still have your scholarship. But I’d like to see you get those grades up.”

      “Yes. I’ll work on it.”

      “That’s good to hear.” He smiles. “You can go now. Try to get us a win this weekend.”

      “I will.” I race out of there, feeling lighter than I have in weeks.

      As soon as I’m outside, I call Paige.

      “They’re keeping me on the team,” I say when she answers.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Would I joke about that?” I laugh.

      “How? I don’t understand.”

      “Your dad talked to Evans and told him he changed his mind. He took back his recommendation to get rid of me.”

      “Because the team walked out on him?”

      “No, he did it before that. He did it yesterday morning.”

      She doesn’t say anything.

      “Paige? You still there?”

      “Yes. I’m just surprised he did that.”

      “Yeah, me too. I think I’m going to go talk to him. Try to clear the air so we can get past this. Or maybe I shouldn’t. What do you think?”

      “I think it’s a good idea.”

      “Okay, I’m almost there. I need to go, but I’m taking you out tonight to celebrate. Anywhere you want.”

      “I can’t wait! Bye!”

      When I get to Coach’s office, he’s staring down at a photo in his hand.

      I knock on the door. “Got a minute?”

      He looks up, shoving the photo in his desk drawer. “What are you doing here?”

      I go into his office. “I just met with Mr. Evans.”

      He nods. “You’re back on the team.”

      “Yeah, and I know you’re the reason for that, so thanks.”

      “I’m also the reason you were almost off the team.”

      “I know, but I think it’d be good for both of us if we could try to get past this.”

      “That’s very mature of you.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter. “Anyway, I just wanted to tell you that. It’s a huge relief to know I can stay here. I couldn’t afford college without my scholarship.” I pause. “Well, that’s all I wanted to say. I won’t take up any more of your time.” I turn to leave.

      “Have a seat, Tate.”

      Shit. Now what? Is he going to yell at me for coming in here without an appointment?

      I walk over to the chair across from his desk and sit down.

      “Paige talked to me last Friday,” he says. “She told me about your father.”

      She did? Why didn’t she tell me that?

      “I’m very sorry to hear his cancer is back.”

      I look down. “Yeah, we were all hoping it was gone. I went home to see him. That’s why I missed practice.”

      “Yes, Paige told me. But I wish you had. I wouldn’t have been so hard on you.”

      “I don’t want to be treated differently because of this. I don’t like people feeling sorry for me.”

      “I’m the same way. But sometimes people need to know these things. It doesn’t hurt to have some support when you’re dealing with something like this.”

      I look up at him. “I’ve been talking to Paige. She’s the only person I know who’s been through it. Having her to talk to has really helped me a lot. I wouldn’t be doing this well without her.”

      “She’s a good person. She’s very caring, always trying to help people. She’s a lot like her mother that way.” He opens the desk drawer and takes something out. It’s a photo, the one he was looking at when I got here. He shows it to me. “This was Paige’s mother. Her name was Carolyn.”

      “Paige looks just like her.”

      “She does. She acts like her too.” He puts the photo back. “When Paige talked to me last week, she really hit a nerve. She made me realize how much I’ve changed since Caroline died. The man I was before never would’ve tried to remove you from the team for dating my daughter. I’d have a stern talk with you to make sure you treat her right, but that’d be it.” He leans back in his chair. “I guess what I’m saying is, I’m going to do my best to not be so hard on you and the rest of the team, but especially you. You’re a good kid, Eli, and despite all the times I’ve given you that award, you’re actually a good athlete.”

      I smile a little. “Does that mean you’ll stop giving me the award?”

      “I’m getting rid of it. We don’t need it.” He leans forward, resting his forearms on the desk. “As for what you’re going through with your father, I know what that’s like. I know you have good days and bad, so if you need to miss practice now and then, come talk to me. Same if you need to go home to your family.”

      “Thanks. I will.”

      “As for my daughter, she’s everything to me. She’s all I have left. I expect you to take good care of her and treat her well. You think you can handle that? Because if you don’t, you’ll have to deal with her father.”

      “I understand.”

      “Good. Now get out of here. Get some rest. And go eat something. You’re losing too much weight.”

      He sounds like a dad, like he actually cares about me.

      I get up. “I’ll see you at practice.”

      When I get back outside, Paige is there.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      She runs up to me and gives me a hug. “I couldn’t wait until tonight to see you.” She pulls back. “How did it go? With my dad?”

      “Good. Really good. Something’s changed. He seems different. In a good way. He said you talked to him.”

      “I did. I told him about your dad. I know you didn’t want me to, but I thought he needed to know.”

      “I’m glad you did. I think he and I understand each other better now.” I take her hand. “Let’s get something to eat. I was so nervous yesterday and this morning that I couldn’t eat.”

      “You can relax. It’s over.” She kisses me. “You’re staying.”
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      “Why don’t we skip the party and go back to my place?” I say to Paige. “Colton won’t be there. We’ll have the whole house to ourselves.”

      “We’re going to the party,” she says. “You have to celebrate winning the game.”

      “We could celebrate at home.” I glance at her and smile. “Just the two of us.”

      “You need to be with the team. And we don’t have to stay all night. We can leave after a couple hours.”

      The party’s at Theo’s house, which means it’ll be better than our usual football parties. Darcy always decorates the place and buys a ton of food. She arranges it all on platters and trays so it looks nice, even though none of the guys care how it looks. Theo’s given up trying to tell her that. He’s learned to just keep quiet and let her do her thing. You pick your battles in a relationship, and he’s fine letting Darcy win when it comes to these parties.

      Paige and I haven’t really had any battles, but I’m sure they’re coming. When they do, we’ll work it out. I have no doubt about that. After everything we went through to be together, I’m confident we can get through anything.

      “Oh, I invited Lucy tonight,” Paige says. “You think that’s okay? I didn’t ask Theo.”

      “He won’t care. Girls are always welcome at football parties. Guys are the ones that need an invite. Guys who aren’t on the team.”

      “Why? To lessen the competition?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Do you really think that’s necessary? Girls are going to these parties to meet a football player. They won’t even notice the other guys.”

      “That’s not always true. Freshman year, I tried to get with this girl at a party and she ditched me for some guy who wasn’t on the team and didn’t even go here.”

      “She must’ve been drunk and not thinking straight. I definitely would’ve picked you.”

      “The guy was rich and I’m not, so that might’ve had something to do with it.” I turn down the street that goes to Theo’s house. “Did you tell Lucy that Zane would be at the party?”

      “Yes, but she assumed he would be, since he’s on the team. She said she’ll try to avoid him.”

      “What’s the deal with those two? I know you said he picked on her when they were kids, but they’re adults now. Can’t they get over it and figure out how to get along?”

      “I think there’s more to it than that. I asked her, but she didn’t want to get into it. She gets really worked up when we talk about him so I try not to bring him up.”

      “Sounds like Wes and Avery before they started dating. Just saying Avery’s name would make Wes angry. Or maybe not angry, but annoyed. Avery’s the one who got angry. She couldn’t stand Wes when they met.”

      “And now they’re talking about getting married.”

      “He got her a ring. But don’t tell anyone that. He only told Theo and me. He doesn’t want anyone knowing and having them accidentally tell Avery.”

      “Then why’d you tell me?”

      “Because we’re a couple. I tell you everything. Wes knows that. He wouldn’t care if I told you. Just make sure to keep it a secret or he’ll kill me.”

      “I won’t tell anyone. So when is he proposing?”

      “He hasn’t decided yet. I think it’s funny they ended up together when a year ago they couldn’t stand each other. Maybe that’ll happen with Lucy and Zane. They hate each other now, but a year from now, who knows? Maybe they’ll be engaged.”

      Paige laughs. “That is definitely not happening. She won’t even talk to him. She’s counting the days until he graduates and is out of here.”

      “But isn’t she done in May too?”

      “Her internship will be over, but that doesn’t mean she’ll leave town. She might stay here next summer while she looks for a job.”

      My phone rings as I park on the street outside Theo’s house. I turn the truck off and grab my phone.

      “It’s my mom,” I say. “I need to get this. You can go inside if you want. Or if you want to talk to her…”

      Paige nods. “Go ahead and answer.”

      My mom and Paige get along great. They even talk to each other when I’m not around, which concerns me because they’re probably talking about me. When I first brought Paige home with me at the end of September, she and my mom instantly hit it off. My dad liked her too. He told me it was about time I found a girl I could settle down with. He never liked that I was always dating different girls and wouldn’t commit to having a girlfriend. But I didn’t want to get involved with a girl only to have it end after I graduated. Paige and I have talked about that. We’ll both graduate in two years, so it’s possible we could move somewhere together, but we haven’t committed to that. It’s too soon to be making those decisions. Our relationship is still new. We’re still learning about each other. But I do love her, and I could definitely see a future with her.

      “Hey, Mom,” I say, answering her call. “Paige is here. Can I put you on speaker?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      I turn the speaker on and hold my phone between Paige and me.

      “Hi, Helen,” Paige says, smiling at me. “We missed you at the game today.”

      “I wish we could’ve made it, but the snow up here was just too heavy. They still haven’t cleared the roads around us.”

      My parents have only made it to two games this season, but that’s better than nothing. I didn’t think they’d come to any with my dad going through treatment. But he was determined to see me play at least once, and then he felt well enough that he made it to a second game a couple weeks ago.

      “You didn’t miss much,” I say. “It was a boring game.”

      “It wasn’t boring,” Paige says. “He’s just saying that because they were so far ahead.”

      “It’s been a great season,” my mom says. “You boys should be proud of yourselves.”

      The team was good at the start of the year, but we’ve gotten a lot better since Coach started treating us better. He doesn’t keep us late at practice anymore, which gives our bodies time to rest and recover so we play better. And instead of constantly yelling at us and telling us what we’re doing wrong, he focuses on what we did right, which has helped build morale and motivates us to keep doing better. He still points out our mistakes, but in a way that helps us improve instead of using those mistakes to embarrass or criticize us. I actually look forward to going to practice now instead of dreading it.

      “How’s Dad doing?” I ask my mom.

      “Good. His last round of chemo is next week. He’s looking forward to being done. He’s resting now or I’d get him on the phone.”

      “Maybe we can talk to him tomorrow,” Paige says.

      “Yes, he’d like that,” my mom says. “The afternoon would be good. He’s more awake then.”

      “That works,” I say. “We’re going to Paige’s dad’s house in the morning.”

      “Eli’s coming to brunch,” Paige says, smiling at me. “My dad’s even letting him make the pancakes.”

      Paige’s dad invited me to Sunday brunch, which is a huge deal since it’s a tradition he has with Paige. I respected that and never expected to be invited, but Paige must’ve talked him into it. Or maybe it was his idea. Maybe he’s figured out I’m not going anywhere and he has to just accept I’m part of Paige’s life. At least he likes me now, but he doesn’t like that Paige no longer spends all her time with him. He still wants her to be his little girl and never grow up, but he’s starting to realize that isn’t how it works. Paige is moving on with her life, forcing her dad to move on too.

      He didn’t apply for the permanent coaching position. He told Paige he’d be moving back to Philadelphia in December. He’s been calling up the friends he lost touch with after his wife died and making plans to meet up with them when he moves back. One of his friends set him up with a woman and they’ve been talking on the phone for a few weeks now. He tells Paige it’s not romantic, that they’re just friends, but she thinks it’s more than that, or will be when the two of them finally meet in person and go on a date. I think it’s great he found someone. I really hope it works out.

      “Eli’s making pancakes?” My mom laughs. “You might want to have him make toast instead.”

      “Mom, really?” I roll my eyes. “I was ten when I did that. My pancake-making skills have improved.”

      “What did he do?” Paige asks my mom.

      “He used all his strength to flip the pancake and it ended up on the ceiling, with pieces of it falling down all over his head. It was the funniest thing. I think I have a picture somewhere.”

      Paige laughs. “I’ll have to see it next time I’m there.”

      “Speaking of that, that’s actually why I’m calling. I was going to okay this with Eli first, but I can’t imagine him saying no so I’ll just go ahead.”

      What is she doing? This doesn’t sound good.

      “I was wondering if you and your father would like to join us for Thanksgiving,” my mom says.

      I look at Paige. She seems surprised, and like she doesn’t know what to say.

      “Mom, I don’t know if—”

      “Yes, honey, I know she needs time to think about it. Paige, you don’t have to answer now. You can talk to your father about it. I just remembered you saying that you two didn’t have plans and I thought it’d be nice for us all to get together. Just think about it and let me know.”

      “I will, and thank you for inviting us.”

      “Okay, well, I’ll let you two get on with your evening.”

      “Yeah, bye Mom.” I end the call. “Sorry about that,” I say to Paige. “I didn’t know she was going to do that.”

      “Why are you sorry? It was nice that she asked.”

      “It’s just that we haven’t talked about it, and then my mom goes and invites you to dinner.”

      “Do you not want me there?”

      “I’d love to have you at Thanksgiving, but I don’t think your dad would agree to it.”

      “He might. He loves a big Thanksgiving dinner and we haven’t had one since my mom died. We don’t know how to make all that food so we usually just go out somewhere. I’ll talk to him about it tomorrow.”

      Coach might be coming to my house for Thanksgiving? Things have sure changed from a few months ago.

      “About time you get here,” Wes says, greeting us at the door with a big smile that tells me he’s had a few beers. “What took you so long?”

      “What are you talking about? The party just started.”

      “Ignore him,” Avery says, coming up to us. “He’s been acting weird all night. Can I take your coats?”

      We come inside and hand Avery our coats.

      “Is Lucy here?” Paige asks.

      “Yeah, over there.” Avery points to the area behind the couch. Lucy’s standing in front of Zane and it looks like they’re arguing.

      “Oh, no,” Paige says. “They’re already fighting. I think I need to intervene.”

      She heads toward them as Avery takes off with our coats.

      I go up to Wes. “You drunk?”

      “Yeah, a little.” He leans down to me. “I was going to propose to Avery tonight, but I changed my mind. She could tell something’s up with me today so now I can’t do it. I don’t want her knowing it’s coming. I want it to be a surprise.”

      “You sure you’re ready for this? I thought you were going to wait.”

      “I am. I don’t know why I thought today was a good time. I think I’ll wait until Christmas or maybe January. I don’t know. I can’t decide.”

      “Whenever it happens, you know she’ll say yes. You don’t need to be nervous.”

      “I think you better go help Paige,” he says, pointing at her. She’s in between Zane and Lucy as they continue to fight.

      I go over there just as Zane yells, “I never said that! You’re just believing that because it’s what your friend said.”

      “How do you know what she said?” Lucy yells back. “You weren’t there, and even if you heard her say it, you wouldn’t remember it. It was ten years ago and you have the worst memory of anyone I know.”

      “I have a bad memory?” He huffs. “What about that night on the boat? Who’s the one who can’t seem to remember what happened?”

      She narrows her eyes at him. “Do NOT bring that up.”

      “Why? Because if we don’t talk about it, it never happened?”

      “Okay, you two,” I say, getting between them. “Let’s not do this now. It’s a party. We’re supposed to be having fun.”

      “He started it!” Lucy yells.

      “Oh, real mature,” Zane says.

      “Lucy, why don’t we get a drink?” Paige says, taking her by the arm and leading her away.

      “What’s your problem with her?” I ask Zane.

      “I don’t have one. She’s the one with the problem.” He swigs his beer.

      “Why? What happened? Why does she hate you?”

      “I used to tease her. Big deal. We were kids. She needs to get over it.”

      “You sure it wasn’t something else? What did you mean about the boat? What happened?”

      “Long story. And a long time ago. I don’t want to get into it.”

      “Could you at least try to get along with her? She’s good friends with Paige, and it’d be nice if she could come to one of these parties without you two fighting.”

      “Hey, I’m not the one stirring the pot. It’s her.” He smiles at someone behind me. “My date’s here. I’ll see you later.”

      He leaves just as Paige comes back.

      “I think I calmed her down,” Paige says. “I introduced her to Lars.”

      I look over at Lucy and see her with Lars, laughing at whatever he said.

      “You know Lars and Zane are roommates,” I say.

      “They are?” Paige grabs my arm. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”

      “I thought you knew. And I didn’t think you’d be setting up Lucy with him. If she ends up dating Lars, she’ll have to see Zane every time she goes to their house.”

      “That wouldn’t be good.” She glances at Lucy and Lars. “Well, maybe it won’t work out.”

      Theo comes up to us. “I got some news.”

      “Yeah?” I say. “What is it?”

      Theo smiles. “He got the job.”

      “Wait, like it’s final, or they just offered it to him?”

      “They made an offer and he took it. He just called and told me. The school’s going to announce it on Monday.”

      “Are you talking about the coaching job?” Paige asks.

      “Yeah, Curt got it,” Theo says. “Your dad doesn’t know yet so don’t say anything.”

      “I won’t, but he’ll be happy about it. He was hoping they’d find someone before the holidays.”

      “How do you feel about this?” I ask Theo. “Having him live here and be your coach?”

      “I’m excited about it. He’ll do a great job. And the team already knows him and likes him so it should be an easy transition. I just told Wes. I’m gonna go tell Colton.” Theo races off, still smiling.

      “I’m happy for him,” I say. “And happy for the team. It’ll be good to have Curt as our coach. Not that I have anything against your dad. He just wasn’t a good fit with the team.”

      “And he knows that. He’s ready to move on and do something else. I’ll miss him when he moves, but it’ll be good for us.” She smiles at me. “For all of us.”

      I’m looking forward to him leaving town. Even though her dad and I get along now, I’ll be glad when he’s living a few hours away. I won’t have to feel like he’s looking over my shoulder, watching everything I do. Not that he does that, but it feels like it when he’s here in town. He’s so protective of Paige. It’ll be good when he’s gone and she can finally have some freedom.

      “I have a surprise for you tonight,” she says, giving me a look that tells me the surprise involves the bedroom.

      “Oh, yeah?” I put my arm around her. “You gonna tell me what it is?”

      She smiles. “It involves some role playing.”

      “I’m liking the sound of that. Are there costumes involved?”

      “I’ll be wearing my glasses. And my lab coat.” She rises up on her toes and whispers in my ear, “And nothing else.”

      “Shit, now we have to go,” I say, the image of that making me want her right now.

      She laughs. “We’re not leaving. I was giving you something to look forward to.”

      We kiss and I hear Colton beside me. “Hey, take it to the bedroom.”

      I step back and smirk at him. “Yeah, you’re funny.”

      “He said that to me all last summer,” Colton says to Paige. “Every time Ella was over. It was really annoying.”

      “What do you want?” I ask.

      “The girls want Paige to try the drink they made. It’s got strawberries and rum and some other stuff I can’t remember. Darcy thinks it’s good, Avery doesn’t like it, and Ella can’t decide. They want Paige’s opinion.”

      “I’d love to try it,” she says. “Where are they?”

      “In the kitchen.”

      I watch as she leaves, still not believing that I got a girl as smart and beautiful as Paige.

      “I think she’s officially in our group,” Colton says. “The girls include her in everything now.”

      “I know. It’s good. I’m glad they all get along.”

      “You better not break up with her. ”

      “I’m not breaking up with her. I could see us being together for a long time. Maybe forever.”

      “Are you serious? Last summer, you didn’t even want a girlfriend.”

      “I wanted one. I just didn’t think it was a good time to get involved with someone. And I didn’t think I’d ever meet the right girl.”

      “You’ve only dated Paige a few months. You really think she’s it?”

      Looking over at Paige in the kitchen, I watch her talking to the girls, that beautiful smile on her face. She must feel me watching her because she looks up. Our eyes meet and my heart takes off, like it knows.

      “I’m sure of it,” I say to Colton. “She’s definitely the right girl.”
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      “Watch out, babe,” I say as Kasey crawls on my lap in the back seat of the white Suburban. “You don’t want to damage the goods.”

      She smiles, a lazy, drunk smile. “If I do any damage, I promise to kiss it and make it better.”

      I press my mouth to hers, and when she parts her lips, I taste the whiskey on her tongue. We just left a party and were downing shots like there’s no tomorrow.

      “What else you gonna do to me?” I ask.

      Her mouth moves to my ear and she whispers the answer, every dirty detail. Looks like I made the right choice tonight.

      When I first saw Kasey at the party, she looked all sweet and innocent in her pink cardigan sweater, tiny white t-shirt, and short black skirt. She looked like the virgin co-ed, waiting to be deflowered. But her eyes told a different story. She spotted me as soon as I walked in and gave me a look that told me she’d make my night if I gave her the chance. And from her words just now, I’m glad I did. This girl isn’t one to hold back and neither am I. It’s going to be a good night.

      She hikes up her skirt and sinks down on my crotch, grinding against me. I’m straining against my jeans, ready to burst.

      “Hurry your ass up,” I yell at Jason as he gets in the front seat. “We need to get to the cabin.”

      He fumbles with the keys, trying to get them in the ignition. It makes me wonder if he’s not sober enough to drive. He said he was fine but I saw him take a shot right before we left the party and I know he had a few beers before that.

      I lean forward toward Jason. “You sure you’re good to drive?”

      “Yeah, Dad, I’m good,” he says sarcastically.

      “Just a question, asshole.” I nudge the back of his seat with my knee. “Don’t need to get all bent out of shape over it.”

      Lyndsay runs out of the frat house where the party’s going on and hops in the front seat next to Jason. “Are we leaving or what?”

      He leans over and kisses her. “We couldn’t exactly leave until you were done in the bathroom.”

      She smiles. “I was fixing my makeup.”

      “You don’t need makeup.” He kisses her again.

      “We seriously need to get going,” I say to Jason as Kasey undoes my belt. “Otherwise I’m going to be doing shit back here I’m pretty sure you don’t want me doing.”

      Jason’s head whips back as he puts the car into drive. “You get any bodily fluids back there and you’ll be buying me a new Suburban.”

      I laugh. He’s obsessed with keeping this thing clean. If he ever got a scratch on it, he’d have a damn heart attack.

      “I’m not kidding, man.” He takes off down the road. “I’m keeping my eye on you.” He glances at me in the rearview mirror but all he can see is the back of Kasey, who continues to grind into my lap, her hand now down my jeans.

      “Slow down,” I say, pulling her hand away.

      “Why?” She pouts. “You don’t like it?”

      I nod toward Jason. “He wasn’t kidding. He’ll kill me if we do anything back here.”

      The Suburban is Jason’s baby. He loves it about as much as he loves Lyndsay, his girlfriend of almost three years. They met at freshman orientation and have been together ever since. The guys on the team always give him shit, saying he’s missing out on all the girls ready and willing to give themselves to him. He’s our star running back so girls are always trying to get with him, hoping to lure him away from Lyndsay. But he’s never cheated on her. He’s loved her since the day they met, and now he’s talking about marriage, saying he’s going to propose next year.

      I think he’s fucking crazy. We’re only 21. Who the hell even thinks about marriage at our age? This is the time to be carefree and reckless. Make bad decisions and chalk it up to life experience. Live like today’s your last.

      That’s how I approach life, but it wasn’t always that way. Growing up, I did what I was told. I lived dutifully under my parents’ dictatorship, following their rules, being the perfect son. But after 18 years, I couldn’t take it anymore. I went behind their backs and secretly applied to Laytham, a private college in small town Ohio, thousands of miles from L.A.

      It wasn’t the plan. Not even close. I was supposed to go to UCLA or USC, both close to home and highly rated football schools. I’d hone my skills on the field while my controlling father watched me with a critical eye, outlining everything I did wrong and what I’d need to do to get better. As if he had any clue how to coach someone in football. Being a sports agent doesn’t make you a goddamn expert in the game. It just means you know how to be enough of an asshole in negotiations to get your clients what they want.

      When my dad found out about Laytham, he was pissed. He called up the president of the school and demanded they rescind their offer. But it was too late. I’d already accepted and signed on to play quarterback in exchange for a full ride scholarship. A few months earlier, I’d met with the coach. He flew out to L.A. just to meet with me. Normally, he’d talk to a recruit’s parents before giving an offer but I warned him that doing so would mean I’d never play for his team. My dad would do everything in his power to stop it. My only option was to go behind their backs, which was allowed because I was 18, so technically an adult.

      Despite it being a done deal, my dad did everything he could think of to change my mind. Bought me a shiny new red Ferrari. An apartment in Malibu. Even set me up with one of the high end prostitutes he hires for his clients when they need to de-stress.

      That’s how he treated me. Like a client, trying to win me over with gifts and money and girls. But it didn’t work. I was determined to get far away from him.

      Now, three years later, he’s accepted my decision but only because I’ve excelled on the football field and because Laytham is a top football school among small colleges. The past three years, I’ve led the team to more wins than the school has ever had, boosting our rankings and getting me noticed by League scouts. That last part is all my dad cares about. Getting me in the pros. It’s been his dream since I was a kid and now it’s going to be a reality. Next spring I’ll get drafted and my career as a professional athlete will begin.

      Jason glances at his phone. He swerves in the other lane, then quickly rights the car back to the proper lane.

      “Maybe you should keep your eyes on the road,” I say.

      “Baby, you okay?” Lyndsay rubs Jason’s neck. “Maybe you shouldn’t be driving.”

      “Why is everyone getting on my case? I had two beers. That’s nothing. I feel fine.”

      Kasey scoots back on my lap and lowers her head like she’s about to go down on me. I pull her face back to mine. “Not here.”

      “I’ll get on the floor,” she whispers. “He won’t even see.”

      “Believe me, he’ll know.”

      I look at her, so willing and eager to please me. I just met this girl. I know nothing about her, and yet she still wants to be with me. Just like every other girl on campus.

      Her green eyes are taking me in like I’m a prize she’s won for the night.

      Ethan Baxter. Star quarterback. Soon-to-be professional athlete. Future millionaire.

      Just as Kasey leans in for a kiss, I turn my head and yell up to Jason. “Are the guys there yet?”

      “Brent and Jackson got there an hour ago. Sounded wasted when I called them.” He chuckles. “Brent couldn’t even remember the name of the girl he was with.”

      Brent is a tight end and a year older than me. He graduates next week. He’s headed for a career in pharmaceutical sales, which he’s not happy about but it’s the only job he could find. He starts in a couple weeks and has promised to party nonstop up until then.

      Jackson is a running back. We both just finished our junior year. He’s a psychology major, like me. We picked psychology because we thought it’d be easy. A throwaway degree, since we both figured we’d end up with a career in the pros. But so far, it’s not looking good for Jackson. He didn’t play well his first couple years and spent most of last year on the bench.

      The cabin we’re going to belongs to Jackson’s parents. They live a couple hours away and use the cabin during the summers. During the school year, we use it as a place to party. It’s nothing great but it’s big, with four bedrooms and a large open living room.

      “Babe, can you find my phone?” Jason says to Lyndsay. “I dropped it between the seat.”

      She reaches over and starts searching the area between his seat and the middle console. “I don’t feel it.”

      “I think it fell closer to the front.” He looks down and I feel the car swerve.

      “Jason, watch it,” I tell him as a car approaches.

      He looks up. “Yeah, I got it.”

      It’s dark and we’re on a two-lane road and he keeps swerving in the other lane, crossing the center line. Now I’m convinced he’s had too much to drink, but the rest of us have had even more so it’s not like we can take his place at the wheel.

      Maybe I should say something. Ask him to pull over. Except I know he won’t do it. He’ll insist he’s okay to drive.

      “Baby, what’s wrong?” Kasey asks.

      I glance back at her and see her frowning, her lips coated in bright pink lipstick that I’m surprised hasn’t rubbed off from all the kissing we’ve done.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” I tell her.

      But it is. Something doesn’t feel right.

      Kasey kisses me but I break from her lips and look around her to the front seat. “Jason, maybe you should pull over.”

      “Pull over?” He laughs. “Why the hell would I pull over? You two planning on doing it in the woods? You seriously can’t wait till we get to the cabin?”

      “It’s not that. I just think maybe you—”

      “Found it!” Lyndsay holds up his cell phone.

      “Thanks, babe.” He takes it from her and gives her a kiss.

      “Jason!” I yell as I feel the car veering toward the shoulder.

      “Got it,” he says, getting us back on the road.

      “Seriously, dude, you shouldn’t be driving,” I say.

      “You need to relax.” He points to the glove compartment. “Babe, get him a drink.”

      “I don’t need a drink,” I say.

      Lyndsay opens the compartment and takes out a bottle of vodka and holds it over the seat.

      “I don’t want it,” I tell her.

      “I do.” Kasey takes the bottle, opens it, and swigs down a shot or two. “Come on.” She holds the bottle up to me. “Have some.”

      I ignore her, my eyes on the road as I see a car approaching.

      Jason says something to Lyndsay. I’m not sure what. I’m not listening, my attention focused on the approaching car. Lyndsay says something back to Jason and he laughs. He reaches over for her hand and I feel us swerve onto the shoulder.

      But this time Jason doesn’t swerve back on the road.

      The next few seconds play out in slow motion. I feel each and every movement. I see it like it’s happening frame-by-frame, like when coach analyzes our plays after a game.

      The front of the SUV lifts up, up, up…then comes crashing down. Down, down, down. It hits something hard and I watch, helplessly, as Kasey flies out of my arms, her head banging against the side window. I reach for her just as the SUV shoots up again, up in the air, then flips on its side, then the roof. It flips again and the interior lights flash on just long enough for me to see Kasey’s body being tossed around like a rag doll as blood splatters everywhere.

      The sounds echo in my head. The blare of a car horn when the SUV first careened off the road. The crunch of the metal as it landed, then flipped. The screams. The high-pitched screams coming from one or both of the girls. And then…

      Silence. I’m left with deafening silence. Blackness. The smell of smoke, gasoline, rubber. And a numbness coming from my leg. I try to move it but can’t. It’s stuck. All of me is stuck. There’s a heavy weight on top of me, a warm liquid trickling down my arm. My vision fades as I go in and out of consciousness, but in my semi-conscious state, I know the weight I feel is Kasey. Her lifeless body. And the liquid I feel is blood.

      “Help!” I cry out. My voice is weak, hoarse…and yet I try again. “Help! Someone please help!”

      I feel my mind drifting off. My eyes falling shut.

      And then the darkness takes over.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Want to keep reading? Holding On is available now at Amazon!
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      Brett

      “There's a guy waiting for his car,” Josh says, holding the key fob out to me.

      I look up from my phone.  “How long’s he been waiting?"

      “Only a minute,” Josh says, “but to these assholes, a minute’s more like an hour. You better hurry up."

      Shoving my phone in my pocket, I take the key from him and race out the front entrance of the country club to the valet lot. It’s around back, hidden by a wall of perfectly manicured hedges. As I approach the lot, I look down at the claim ticket attached to the key and see that the parking space number is smudged, to the point I can’t read it.

      “Shit,” I mutter. Finding the car without the number is going to add even more time to the owner’s wait, which could cut my tip in half, or maybe the bastard won’t even give me one.

      There’s a Mercedes logo on the key fob, which isn’t helpful given the number of Mercedes in the lot. I just passed five of them and see two others just up ahead. I hit the lights button and see a light flash off to my right. Hitting the button again, I follow the light to the next row over and locate the Mercedes, a silver sedan.

      Hurrying to get in the car, I accidentally drop the key.

      “Fuck,” I say, reaching down to find it. My hand searches the floor mat but it’s not there. I reach below my seat and feel it wedged in the narrow spot between the seat and the door. I grab it and push the button to start the car.

      “Wait!” someone says from behind me.

      I whip around and see someone in the back seat. It’s too dark to see who it is, but from her outline it looks like a girl with long hair.

      “What the hell? You scared the shit out of me!”

      “I didn’t mean to. I just didn’t want you taking off with me in the car. Could you unlock the doors?”

      “What the fuck are you doing in here?” I ask, but then realize I shouldn’t have cursed. This place has strict rules about cursing around the members, although I’m not sure this girl is a member. Why would one of the members be sitting in their car while it’s parked in the valet lot?

      “Just unlock the door. It locked when you got in and I can’t find my key.”

      “So this is your car?”

      “It’s my dad’s.”

      I reach up and turn on the interior light, then look back at the person behind me. She’s probably around my age, with long dark hair, fair skin, and light blue eyes. She’s wearing a pink dress with tiny straps at the top. A thin silver chain hangs around her neck with a tiny diamond attached that matches the diamond studs in her ears. Given the membership fee for the country club, I’m guessing the diamonds are real.

      “Why are you out here?” I ask.

      “I needed some time to myself,” she says, looking down as she swipes her hand under her eye. She looks back up, and I notice the line of mascara running down her cheeks. She was crying, but why? Did something happen? Is she hurt?

      Why do I care? It’s not my business to care. I’m here to park cars. That’s it. I got strict instructions when I was hired to never get involved with the members. Smile, be friendly, and do your job. Do anything more than that and you risk getting fired.

      “I need to get the car back,” I say, facing forward. “You coming with me or getting out?”

      “Can you just wait a minute?” she asks, sounding desperate.

      “I’m already late getting it back. I probably already lost any chance I had at a tip.”

      “I’ll give you the money.” I feel her hand on my arm, gently squeezing it. “Please. Just a few more minutes.”

      “I can’t. I could get fired. I need to get the car back. Are you staying or going?”

      “Hey Dad, I’m still meeting with her.” I turn back and see the girl talking on her phone. “Could you tell the valet to wait a few minutes?” She looks at me as she nods. “Okay, I will. Thanks.” She puts her phone down. “We have ten minutes.”

      “For what? What are we doing here?”

      She lays her head back on the seat, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath.

      “I’ll just come back later.” I shut off the car and open the door. I don’t know what’s going on here but it reeks of trouble and I don’t need that shit. Maybe Terrell was right when he warned me against taking this job. He said nothing good ever comes from being around rich people, at least not for people like us. But I needed the money and tonight’s tips alone are more than I made in a week at my old job.

      “Wait!” the girl says as I’m getting out of the car. I turn back and see her leaning up between the seats. “I’ll leave. You can take the car back.”

      “Where are you gonna go?”

      “I’ll walk back. It’s not that far.”

      I get in the car and turn to her. “What’s going on here? You have a fight with your parents and now you’re out here pouting?”

      “I’m not pouting,” she says, sounding offended. “And I wasn’t fighting with my parents.”

      “Then why are you out here hiding?”

      “I’m not hiding. I just—” She pauses. “Don’t you ever need to get away? So you can… breathe?”

      I stare back at her. “I breathe just fine, wherever I am.”

      She sighs. “That’s not what I was talking about. Just forget it.”

      I should keep quiet. I don’t know this girl and I shouldn’t care why she was crying. She’s rich, which means she’s probably upset because her daddy wouldn’t buy her the car she wanted, or a necklace with a bigger diamond.

      As I look out at the parking lot, my mind goes to Kelsey and Ava and how shitty I’d feel if they were sad and crying and no one even asked if they could help. This girl clearly doesn’t have anyone to talk to, and as much as I don’t want to get involved, I feel like an ass sitting here doing nothing.

      “What happened?” I ask, turning back to her.

      She looks up at the light shining down from the roof of the car. “Could you shut that off?”

      I hit the button, leaving us with the dim light of the parking lot.

      She lets out a breath. “I found out something that I’m not sure is true, but if it is, then everything I believed is a lie. I had to get away so I could think.”

      Her phone dings. She looks at it, then tosses it on the seat like she’s angry at whoever texted her.

      “I’m guessing this has to do with a guy?”

      She doesn’t answer as she looks down at her dress, picking at the shiny pink fabric of the billowing skirt. It reminds me of the princess dress Ava likes to wear.

      “If you don’t want to talk, we can just sit here,” I say.

      The girl doesn’t respond, so I turn back to the front.

      “Do you ever feel like you’re suffocating?” she says, barely above a whisper.

      “Not sure what you mean.”

      Actually, I do, but it’s probably not the same as what this girl’s talking about. There are times when I feel like I’m suffocating from all the pressure to be the man of the family and take care of everyone. At 17, I don’t want that kind of pressure but it’s the way my life turned out. Kelsey always tells me it’s not my responsibility to care for us, but I’m not going to let her work her ass off to put food on the table when I could be helping.

      I wait a moment, then say, “Yeah, I know what it’s like, but it’s just a part of life. You get through it.”

      “How?”

      I turn back to her, noticing the desperate look on her face, like she really wants me to give her the answer to a question that she hasn’t explained. How does she think I can help her if she won’t even tell me what’s wrong?

      “You just keep going,” I say, giving her the only answer I could come up with. “Things tend to get better with time.”

      “That’s not always true,” she mutters, looking down.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Sometimes they get worse.”

      “Hey.” I reach back and put my hand on hers. I don’t know why, but seeing this girl in so much pain is getting to me in a way I didn’t expect. “Maybe you should talk to someone. A counselor.”

      She shakes her head. “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I just can’t.”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Turning back to the front, I check my phone and see it’s almost time to go back to the club.

      “We need to get going.”

      “Yeah,” she says quietly. As I go to push the button to start the car, she puts her hand on my arm, stopping me. “Hold on.”

      I look back at her. “Yeah?”

      “Would you do something for me?” She scoots up between the seats and turns to face me.

      “What is it? What do you want?”

      She bites her lip, not saying anything.

      “Just tell me. Hurry up.”

      She looks at me, and I notice her chest moving in and out as she takes fast, shallow breaths.

      “Would you kiss me?” she blurts out.

      “Kiss you?”

      She nods.

      “Why would I kiss you?”

      “I just need to know something.” She’s got this nervous, almost frightened look on her face, as she chews on her lip. She has nice lips. They’re full and pink and look soft. I wouldn’t mind kissing her, but it’s against the rules. I just started this job. I can’t risk getting fired after my first week.

      “I can’t,” I tell her.

      “Oh.” She looks down. “I understand.”

      The way she says it, it’s like she thinks I’m telling her no because I don’t find her attractive, which isn’t even close to the truth. The girl is gorgeous, but in a classy, rich-girl way. I typically wouldn’t even bother to look at girls like her, knowing her bank account puts her out of my league.

      “It’s not what you’re thinking,” I say. “It has nothing to do with you. I’m just not allowed to be involved with the members. It’s against the rules.”

      “I’m not asking you to be my boyfriend,” she says in a quiet voice. “I’m just asking for a kiss.”

      “Why? Have you never been kissed before?”

      I’d be shocked if she hasn’t. A girl this beautiful had to have been kissed at least a few times. Then again, maybe she’s one of those prim and proper rich girls who has no experience with guys.

      “I’ve been kissed,” she says, sounding offended. “Just forget it. Go back to the club.”

      I go to start the car but then stop, turning back to her. “Why did you want me to kiss you? Is this some kind of trick? Are you trying to get me fired?”

      “No!” She sits back and folds her arms over her chest. “Just go. Forget I even asked.”

      Still staring at her, I get this urge to do it. I don’t know why, and I don’t bother trying to find an answer to explain it.

      “Come here,” I say in a stern tone.

      “Why?”

      “Just come here. You have mascara smeared all down your cheek. You don’t want to go back looking like that, do you?”

      She shakes her head as she moves to the edge of the seat, leaning toward me.

      Reaching my hand up, I cup her face, my thumb rubbing over her cheek, wiping off the mascara. “Whatever’s going on, it’ll get better. Just give it time.”

      She swallows, then nods.

      “You never told me your name.”

      “Claire,” she says, her lips turning up just slightly, but enough to draw my eyes to them.

      I shouldn’t do it, but damn, I want to. And hell, she asked.

      Before I can stop myself, I lift her face to mine and kiss her. It’s a soft, innocent kiss, which is all I planned to do, but for some reason, I keep going. Her lips are as soft as they look, and when I kiss her again, her lips part for me. I should pull away, but I don’t. My tongue slips past her lips as I pull her closer, taking the kiss deeper. I feel her hand on my chest, gripping my shirt as she kisses me back, her tongue tangling with mine. This definitely isn’t her first kiss.

      Her phone dings and we break apart. Our eyes lock a moment before we both look away.

      Shit. What the hell did I just do? Never get involved with a member. It was the first thing my boss told me when I was hired. And after just a week on the job, I’m kissing one of the members, a rich girl I know nothing about who could easily get me fired. It was a damn good kiss, but not worth losing my job over.

      “You should go back,” she says.

      “Yeah.” I start the car.

      I hear the back door open.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, noticing her getting out.

      “I found the key,” she says, holding it up.

      As she walks off, I roll the window down. “Where are you going? Don’t you want a ride?”

      She walks back to me, a smile on her face. It looks good on her, much better than the sad look she had earlier. “I think it’s better if you show up alone. I’ll go in through the back. My father won’t even know I was gone.”

      The sneaking-off-and-lying-to-her-dad thing makes me think this girl has a bad side, which unfortunately is a turn-on for me, especially when the girl looks all sweet and innocent.

      “I guess I’ll see you around,” I say.

      She leans down to the window, that smile still on her face. “You never told me your name.”

      “Why do you need to know my name?”

      “I want to know who I kissed.”

      “You can’t tell anyone we did that. I’ll get fired.”

      “I won’t. But I still want to know your name.”

      “Guess,” I say, playing with her.

      “Holden?”

      “No.”

      “Griffen?”

      “Are these seriously names or are you making these up?”

      She laughs. “Just tell me. What’s your name?”

      “Brett.”

      She reaches her hand out to me. “Nice to meet you, Brett.”

      “Nice to meet you too,” I say, shaking her hand, confused why we’re shaking hands after just sharing a kiss, but maybe this is a thing rich people do.

      She keeps hold of my hand and looks in my eyes. “Thanks for the kiss.”

      “Yeah. See you around.”

      She takes off, her dress bouncing around her as she walks. She looks like a ballerina wearing a tutu. She walks like a ballerina too, taking quick, graceful steps as she makes her way around the back of the building.

      She better not tell anyone what we did. I still can’t believe it happened. I promised myself I’d stay out of trouble so I could keep this job until the end of the school year. And here I am, breaking my promise seven days in.
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