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      Dressed in shorts and a t-shirt for school… This is weird.

      I’m used to the pleated skirts and suit coats of Broadwell Academy. I don’t even want to admit how many outfits I changed in and out of over the last several days before I decided on the plain jean shorts and simple heather gray shirt for my first day at Rockport High. Already I feel the nerves setting in. What am I doing? Like really, what the fuck am I doing? Who willingly goes from a private school to a public one? The answer comes easily—at least to me. Many wouldn’t agree, but, like my father used to say, there’s only one of me. Crazy decisions and all, I’ll take it.

      My sneakers thud against the hardwoods as I head down for breakfast. I turn the corner at the base of the stairs and walk into the open kitchen. Light spills in from every corner of the room. I’m headed straight for the cereal cupboard when I hear the sniffles near the breakfast nook. I stop. For a moment, I just stand there. Then, I turn slowly seeing exactly what I knew I would. My mother is in her pink bathrobe, hair oily with dark circles under her eyes. Used tissues are in a small pile in front of her. When she peeks up at me, she looks like she’s aged several years all in the span of a few weeks.

      I don’t blame her.

      “Hey,” she says, her lips pulling tight into a smile. She quickly picks up all the balled-up tissues and stands, storing them in her clenched fists like that’s all she has to do to hide the fact that she’s been crying again.

      The truth is, I didn’t expect her to be up. Her appearance at this early hour startles me. A part of me, an ever-growing part I shamefully admit, is mad at her. Why couldn’t she stay in bed like she has been? I don’t need another problem added to my plate this morning. There’s already going to be a ton to get through. I raise my hand awkwardly in a small wave, not like I’m saying ‘Good morning’ to the woman who birthed me at all. “Breakfast,” I tell her artfully, like she would never understand why I’m in the kitchen at this time of the morning.

      “I know,” she says. She whisks past me, opening the cupboard that holds the trash before disposing of her evidence and then stands in front of the stovetop looking at me. “Eggs?”

      I shrug. The shoulder of my shirt falls down, so I yank it back up. “I was just going to have some cereal. Don’t bother,” I tell her with a smile. I’m hoping she gets the hint and lets me do this in peace.

      “I can make you eggs. Or, if you’d rather, French toast? Pancakes?”

      She starts listing off every breakfast food imaginable, but can’t a girl just get some cereal if she wants it? “Mom,” I say, interrupting her. I want to tell her making breakfast for me isn’t going to bring Dad back. Deep down, I know she knows that, so I just move forward and open the cupboard to reach in for the Raisin Bran. “I’m all set. Promise. Cereal actually sounds good to me.”

      Mom bites her lip as she watches me set the box of cereal down at the table in the breakfast nook and then go back into the kitchen for a bowl, spoon, and milk. “You look so different,” she says. Her voice is that high, tight, phony sound. “I’m not used to you going off to school looking so…casual.”

      I smile at her over my shoulder. “No uniforms at Rockport High.” This might be the second greatest thing about switching schools. The first is way more complicated than comfortable clothing.

      The bags under her eyes darken at the mention of Rockport High. I turn back around and pour the cereal into my bowl. She pads over to me softly. As soon as I set the milk down after splashing some all over my raisin-dotted cereal, she puts her hand on top of mine. “You don’t have to do this. You know that, right?”

      I swallow. I have no idea why she thinks I’m doing this to help us. I’m not. It’s practically the most selfish thing I’ve ever done, but again, no one understands why I’m doing it because they’re not me. “I think I’m going to love it there,” I say truthfully, shoving a spoonful of cereal in my mouth.

      The area between her brows pulls together, causing her usual pristine skin to wrinkle. The moment after, it’s smoothed out again like I imagined the whole thing. “I hope so, kiddo.”

      After that, I quickly eat my cereal, dump my dishes in the sink, and then stand in front of the huge mirror in the foyer. My bookbag is already hanging from the foyer closet doorknob. Smoothing my hands down my shirt, I take a look at myself and breathe in deep. Even though I’ve tried to convince myself otherwise, I know this won’t be easy. In fact, it’s going to suck. I’m willingly transferring during my junior year of high school. I’m insane. Or, as I prefer, driven.

      A thought pops into my head, but before I can fully explore it, I tamp it back down. I’m going to deal with that mess when it comes to it. And it will come to it. Probably in a fiery train wreck of insults and bruised egos.

      My mom’s footsteps echo from the kitchen and then she’s turning the corner toward me. “Have a good day at school, sweetie. Is there anything you need me to do for your first day? Drive you? Walk you in?”

      With a quick shake of my head, I tell her no. After one last look at myself, I grab my bag and then turn toward the door. “See you around three,” I call out over my shoulder as I leave the thick, overbearing walls of my house. The rooms are getting smaller and smaller, almost collapsing around Mom and me even though we’re the only ones there anymore. When I jump into my car, I stare up at the house I grew up in. I’d always loved this house. When I was younger, it was a sprawling maze of cool rooms and games. As I got older, I realized not everyone had a pool, an indoor theater, and a full-size basketball court. Most of my friends at the private school had the former, but not the latter.

      The basketball court was just special for us—Dad and I.

      I shake my head, turning away from the home that used to hold love, and drive down the driveway. At the end of the blacktop, I take a right down the twisty road to the valley, making an effort not to look at the big TD initials carved and welded in steel that are drilled into the brick columns that enclose the mouth of our driveway. The only thing I wonder is when Mom’s going to remember they’re there and remove them too.

      The drive down to the valley—and Rockport High—isn’t that long. It’s also filled with some of the most amazing views of the coast I’ve ever seen. Actually, of any coast I’ve ever seen, and I’ve been fortunate to have seen a lot. The lower I go into the valley, the more my stomach twists. A name is on the tip of my tongue, but I don’t dare let myself think it. Or bring up his face. Or the sound of his voice.

      I turn the radio up louder. Coupled with the breeze in my hair from having the top down on my Mustang, it’s almost like I can drown my own thoughts out. It’s peaceful out here, and suddenly, I’m glad I’ll have this drive every day to let the tension ease before school.

      Eventually though, the one-story brick structure of Rockport High looms in front of me. The whole facade is lined in windows and easily takes up a whole block before the Teflon-coated, fiberglass inflatable basketball dome at the back rises in the air. Timothy Dale Court.

      Ask me how I know that.

      I blow out a breath. This is it, I tell myself. The point of no return. I’m sure my mother couldn’t care less if I came right back home and told her to re-enroll me back at Broadwell. Then, she could go on lying to herself that the separation between her and my father hasn’t impacted me one bit. I don’t give in to the fantasy though. I’m stronger than that. I know I am. Instead, I take a right into the student parking lot, slowing to a crawl so I don’t run any of my fellow classmates over.

      It takes me a moment to realize it’s going slower than it should because everyone is looking at me. For a moment, my face heats, and I wonder if I’ve forgotten to put a shirt on or something. It is my first day of school with normal clothes after all, but then I realize it’s not me they’re looking at. Not necessarily. It’s my car. They’re all gaping at it. I’m only the last flick of their gaze before they turn away, eyes narrowed.

      I swallow, my chest suddenly tight. Out of everything I worried about, I didn’t think about this.

      When I see an open parking space, I press on the gas a little harder than I mean to. I just want to be parked and out of this beacon-like car already. There goes my ‘just blend in with everyone else’ goal. I don’t want to be the new girl, or even worse, his daughter. That’s coming. It’s unavoidable, but I’d like to prolong it for as long as I can. The only thing is, when I press on the gas a little too hard, the engine revs. I grimace as the Mustang’s motor roars and I take off quicker than I intend. People are outright gawking now. They’ve even stopped on the sidewalks leading to the front doors just to stare at me.

      I just look straight ahead, acting as if I meant to do that and turn into the parking spot I spied. With a press of a button, the top on my car is unfolding into place. I wait inside, hoping to hide for a little while before I have to head in. I already have my schedule. I’ve already been to this school numerous times. Even though it’s never been for educational purposes, I know my way around. It won’t take me long to orientate myself.

      A guy and girl walk by my car. The girl has her hand in the back pocket of her boyfriend’s shorts. He looks over his shoulder and whistles. He’s not whistling at me. I know that because the next thing out of his mouth is, “Nice wheels.”

      His girlfriend squeezes his butt and says, “Nice ass.”

      He turns back around, bending over while they’re still walking to kiss her on the mouth. The intimacy of that act makes me look away, cheeks burning. PDA was strictly forbidden on academy grounds. Not that it wasn’t rampant everywhere else, but I have to remind myself that Rockport High is a whole other world than what I’m used to. With a short breath, I haul my backpack into my lap and then swing my car door open. Stepping out, I push the door closed and look in the direction of the main entrance.

      A Jeep comes careening into the lot. Students have to dodge out of the way as the horn blows. The vehicle stops just in front of the main entrance and four guys jump out before it takes off again, whipping around the lot. Two of the guys who jumped out slap hands and then move toward the glass doors with the others.

      I lean on the hood of my car, my hand reaching out automatically to steady myself as soon as I recognize them. There they are. I knew they’d be impossible to miss. They walk toward the school just like they walked around the grounds of camp—all ease and swag.

      It’s The Rock Ballers.

      I watch them walk into school, confidence wafting off them in waves. My heart tells me again that this is a terrible idea, but I ignore it anyway and take my first shaky step toward Rockport High, my new alma mater.
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      As unextraordinary as it sounds, the first few periods of the day go by without a hitch. I’m almost surprised that I skate by unnoticed. Sure, people look at me because I’m the new girl, but it’s not like it’s middle school or elementary school. None of the teachers are making me stand in front of the class telling everyone my name and where I’m from. If they didn’t recognize the name, they’d recognize Broadwell Academy and that’s all it would take to get labeled everything I don’t want.

      Rockport and Broadwell are notorious arch enemies. It’s the rich looking down at the poor and the poor thinking all rich people are assholes. And that’s before we add in the rivalry aspect. Rockport and Broadwell don’t even play in the same sports divisions, but because the schools are so close to one another, we scrimmage. The basketball scrimmages? Holy shit. It’s like War of the Worlds. It’s even televised on freaking TV. Bookies take bets. It’s the real thing with businesses flashing colors of their teams, bar fights over ref calls. You name it, we’ve seen it.

      Once upon a time, I was a part of it all, too.

      When I pull my bookbag over my shoulder after the fourth period bell, I take my time grabbing the sheet of notes I wrote during History class while waiting for everyone else to file out of the room. By the time everyone else is gone, it’s too late to notice that the history teacher, Mr. Schaffer, is staring at me. My cheeks burn, but I stare at the ground and move toward the exit. Trying to be invisible won’t work though. “Miss Dale.”

      I stop where I’m at. I was never this shy at Broadwell, but I already feel as if I don’t belong here, so there’s that. With a breath, I finally raise my head to look at him. I give him a small smile.

      He smiles back. “Are you Timothy’s daughter?”

      I nod, feeling a little more relaxed. At least he didn’t ask me what everyone usually does.

      “I graduated with him,” he says. “Knew him before…” His voice trails off. I know where he’s going with this, but again, he doesn’t say anything directly.

      I wonder why. Is what’s happening written all over my face? Can he tell by just the hour I spent in his class that things back home are a freaking mess?

      I shake my head. It isn’t possible. Just like no one can tell I’m from Broadwell Academy, no one can tell just by looking at me that my parents are separating. It only feels like they can because it’s at the forefront of my every thought. “Cool,” I say finally, not knowing how else to answer.

      He smiles at me again, and I take that as my cue that I can take off for lunch. By the time I leave the classroom, there’s only a smattering of people in the halls. All the way down, there’s a couple making out against the lockers. There’s also a younger boy running with a notebook in his hand. He runs right past me without giving me a second look. I take off in the opposite direction of the kissing couple even though it’s taking the long way around to the cafeteria. I’m not exactly thrilled for this part of the day anyway. Is there anything worse than trying to figure out where you’re going to eat lunch? I’d rather go outside to eat, but Rockport doesn’t let its students leave the building during school at all. I’ll have to eat at a table…or starve.

      At the end of the now empty hall, I go to take a right to head toward the cafeteria, but a silver sign hanging down from the ceiling pulls me up short. My breath catches. It isn’t as if I’ve never been here before, but seeing it during the school day—while I’m a student here—is so different I almost feel as if I’m having an out-of-body experience. Before I can stop myself, I take a left toward where the sign pointed and head straight for the glass doors with the words Timothy Dale Court etched onto them. When I pull the handle toward me, it gives way freely, and suddenly, I’m walking inside. My heart pumps out an extra beat, and my palms get so sweaty that I run them down the thighs of my shorts before grabbing onto my bookbag strap with my right hand.

      All the lights are on, making this room even brighter than the dingy halls and outdated classrooms. Everything about this screams new.

      I walk past the concession and souvenir stands first. (Yes, I’m serious.) Then keep moving until I’m dwarfed by the stadium seats that rise up off the court like bleachers. When I get to the edge, I just sit there and stare, remembering a time similar to this a few years ago.

      “Look at that, Tess,” my dad said, awe in his voice.

      He points to the center sideline of the court where it clearly states, ‘Timothy Dale Court’. I can tell he’s proud. Hell, I’m proud. “Wow, Dad. That’s cool.”

      But it isn’t just because my dad’s name is on the court that nerves start to assault my body. It’s because I can almost hear the thump, thump of a basketball as someone dribbles. I can hear the swish of the net as a basket’s made. I can even hear the roar of the crowd. And in Rockport, the roar is loud.

      I scan the area for a ball, my limbs wanting—no, needing—to get out there. I can’t wait for the season to start. In that moment, I don’t care about the splash I’ll be making, all I care about is that I’ll get to play again. That’s what all this was for anyway.

      Timothy Dale Court. I sigh, a smile coming to my lips. Ever since I saw it, I’ve wanted to play on it. But it just wasn’t possible. Rockport High doesn’t have a girls’ basketball team. For that matter, neither does Broadwell. Anymore.

      A door creaks open on the far side of the court. I recognize it as coming from the locker rooms. Quickly, I duck out of the way, squatting behind the bleachers as figures move into view. There’s hearty laughter and then, “What did you think about her tongue ring? I almost lost my load too quick with that shit.”

      I close my eyes. I know that voice. I move up to peek between the metal bars. The steady and familiar thump of a basketball dribbling on a court echoes through the room. Sure enough, the Rock Ballers are all there. I bite my lip and watch as they go through some passing drills and then each line up at the free throw line to take shots. Each and every one of them is shirtless with athletic shorts hanging low on their hips. It’s nothing I haven’t seen before, but to see it here, I can’t take my eyes away.

      When Ryan steps up to the line, my teeth clench so hard I hear them squeak against one another. His back muscles flex easily as he jumps, letting the basketball go, until it arcs beautifully in the air and straight into the center of the hoop. Swish.

      Of course it was.

      “Fuck off,” Lake growls and shoves him out of the way. He runs his hand through his dark hair, slicking it back from his face before receiving a pass from Sloan. He dribbles once, twice, then jumps. When he lets the ball go, I can tell right away it’s not going in. So can he. He shakes his head and moves on with the drill not bothering to see the ball clank against the rim. When he turns, I can see the scowl on his face. It makes me smile. Lake can’t shoot free throws for shit. Never could. If he wasn’t such an asshole, I might try to help him, but let him fucking suffer.

      I watch for a little while, my hands itching the entire time. Part of me wonders what their reactions would be if I just walked right out onto the court. It wouldn’t be a question of whether or not they would recognize me, it’s the question of what they’ll do when they recognize me. Their reputation at Rockport followed them to camp, mostly because they acted the same way. They were untouchable. The five of them—Ryan, Sloan, Hayes, Alec, and Lake—ruled camp just like they rule the halls of this school. I’ve seen enough and heard enough to know it’s true. Hell, I’ve sat courtside so many times I know what it must be like for them. Even in this small little world of Rockport High, they’re gods.

      They won’t like what I have planned. But that’s tough shit. The thing is, gods need to realize that it isn’t always about them.

      I stand and turn, needing to get some food before I miss out entirely on lunch.

      “Who’s that?” one of the guys ask.

      I almost freeze, but then run ahead. The last thing I want is to get caught ogling the Ballers. I’ll never live it down.

      “Maybe it’s Aimee looking for another round,” I hear Sloan joke.

      I shake my head as I push the glass doors open. Some shit never ends. They’re still too full of themselves for words.

      Not everyone wants to get in their pants.

      I swallow as the pinprick of the lie starts to bloom. Honestly, it doesn’t matter if I do—did. As in not currently. It doesn’t matter how hot they are, they’re evil, and that’s a good enough reason not to get involved with them as any.
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      I can’t say that Broadwell Academy and Rockport High are created equal when it comes to school lunches. I look down at the pizza that just got handed back to me, grease pooling over it, and wince. Maybe I’ll have to bring my lunch. This just isn’t worth it. It looks like food poisoning waiting to happen.

      I scan the cafeteria which is in full swing. I can tell right away which one the jock table is with five suspiciously vacant seats. The popular girls’ table is right next to it. The shiny lips and hair glinting off the fluorescent lights gives it away. It’s hard to tell the other tables from one another, so I move through the room slowly, going in the opposite direction of the jock table. “Hey,” a soft voice says. I look up and into the eyes of another girl who looks vaguely familiar. She has curly brown hair. Not the manufactured curls the popular girls seem to do with ease, but naturally curly with a teensy bit of frizz added in. “You’re new, right?” she asks.

      I nod.

      She pats the table next to an empty spot across from her, and I gladly sit down. There are empty seats around her and then a whole other section of kids on the other side of the table, but it’s obvious they’re not intermingling. “I’m Dawn,” she says.

      “Tessa,” I tell her with an awkward wave. When I look across the table to study her more, I notice she has a half-eaten salad in front of her. “Where did you get that?” I ask.

      She smirks. “You have to get here early to get one of these.” She checks her watch. “Like within the first five minutes, not halfway through the period.”

      My face colors, but she isn’t saying it to be mean. She’s actually laughing a little. “Yeah, I got caught up.”

      “First day cafeteria jitters? They’re the freaking worst.” She looks around. “The way I see it. I chose perfectly. I’m far enough away from the cool kids’ table that I don’t have to worry, but I also have a direct line of sight in case drama goes down.” She lowers her voice and nods toward the opposite end of her table. “Plus, those guys down there aren’t all that talkative, so win-win.”

      “You’re new too?”

      “Started the beginning of this year. My dad wanted to get us out of the city.”

      I look around the cafeteria, taking in her assumptions about her choice of table. “Looks like you’ve got everything situated.” When I turn back around, I recognize the math assignment I got earlier that day half-completed in front of her.

      She shrugs. “I figure the less homework I have to take home, the better. I don’t mind eating in peace.” Her face freezes for a second. “Not that you can’t sit here tomorrow. You know, if we get along. I’m just saying I don’t mind not having anyone to talk to.”

      I shake her cover-up off. The pizza still looks so unappetizing, but my stomach growling tells me I need to at least try it. I pick it up to let the grease run off, and then take a bite of the tip. Surprisingly, it’s not half bad. It’s not the kind I’m used to, but it’s not terrible.

      Dawn stares at me as I scarf it down. Her eyes go wide when I lick my fingers. “Okay, what’s your deal?” She glances at the cut of my shirt and then the part of my arms that are showing. “You look like you don’t eat at all, but you just housed that like nothing.”

      I laugh, her words catching me off guard. Wiping my face with a napkin, I hold up a finger. When I finish chewing, I tell her. “Looks are deceiving. I actually eat a ton. Not pizza usually though.” I grimace down at the remaining slice of pizza on the plate. My mind is telling me not to eat the grease-infested slice, but it was actually good.

      She looks me over. “Where do you put it?”

      “I work out,” I tell her. It isn’t until after I see the surprise on her face that I feel like I should clarify. “I’m an athlete,” I tell her. “If I don’t eat, I can’t fuel my workouts. I…” I trail off after her eyes glaze over. I’m used to this kind of talk in my house, but I know I’m an exception, not the rule. Workouts, drills, exercise, food logs. Those are all part of the game plan at Casa Dale. “Never mind,” I finish, waving off whatever I was going to say. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll probably bring my lunch tomorrow.”

      She looks away, as do I. I knew it was going to be difficult starting a new school, but honestly, the only true part I worried about was the Ballers. I didn’t take into account the other students that go here or that I might like to have some friends here since I won’t be able to see my Broadwell friends until the weekend.

      “Sorry,” Dawn says. “I know I have a big mouth, and it’s like the rudest thing in the world to talk about what someone else is eating.”

      I shake my head. It really doesn’t matter to me. “It’s cool,” I say instead. I open the little plastic tub of applesauce and eat that quickly before twisting the cap on my water and gulping it down. A quick check of the clock tells me that the bell will ring in about ten minutes.

      “What classes do you have next?”

      I don’t need to look at my schedule to tell her. I’ve memorized the paper already, so I could recite it off hand if needed. I also didn’t want to be the fumbling new girl looking lost as I walk down the halls. That would be like having a target taped to my back. I tell her I have a class called Life Studies, and then Gym to end the day. I could have squealed when I saw that. I like gym class, but I like it even more that I can leave after I get all sweaty and won’t have to venture to the dreaded locker room showers. Do adults even understand the awkwardness they put us through with this shit?

      “We have gym together,” she says. “I’m no athlete, though. Just to warn you.”

      I shrug. “I only have one specialty.” It’s the truth, too. My athletic abilities can take me a long way, but I don’t pretend to care or like other sports. I only have one love.

      A chorus of cheers draws my attention. I peek over my shoulder. My stomach bottoms out when I see that the Ballers have joined the jock table. They’re all sweaty from their meet-up at the court, but they don’t try to hide it like I would.

      A girl bounces toward Ryan and throws her hands around his waist. I look away, unable to help the tingle of jealousy that shoots through my limbs. There’s no way I should feel that for him though. I should be feeling disgust. Even hatred.

      “The Rock Ballers,” Dawn says slowly. “Fucking hot.”

      “Fucking assholes,” I say.

      She rolls her eyes. “Duh.” Tearing her gaze away and back to me, she says, “You know what I heard? I heard they don’t date. Like at all.”

      “Maybe someone should tell that girl with her hands all over Ryan then?”

      Dawn laughs. “I didn’t say they don’t fuck.”

      Dawn’s brash words cause the guys at the other end of the table to look at us. I smile warmly at them, my face heating and then look back at her. She hasn’t noticed she’s caught the attention of others. “Meaning?” I ask, my voice lower, hoping she’ll catch on.

      She does. She leans forward conspiratorially. “Meaning…sure, they ‘date’ girls, if dating means anything other than being serious. I heard they’ll never have exclusive girlfriends. They don’t mind sewing their wild oats or whatever, but they’re not getting tied down. Like they all have a shot at the NSA or something.”

      “NBA,” I correct her.

      She waves a hand dismissively. “Whatever.”

      I chance another look at them. The girl is now in Ryan’s lap as he tries to eat a salad. I grip the side of the table. How the hell did he get that? I quickly check the other trays, and all but Hayes has a salad. Hayes is slumming it with pizza, like me. Except, he has three slices on his plate. Something tells me these guys get exactly what they want.

      My eyes immediately go to Ryan again. The girl is whispering something in his ear. My hackles raise. I tell myself it’s because I feel bad for the girl. She must not know the level of asshole she’s got herself plastered against. At the same time, I know it’s a lie. He runs his hand up her back, and my own tingles.

      I look away again, tugging my hair around my ear. Dawn is looking dreamily over at the jock table, but when she notices my reaction, her eyes narrow. “You alright?”

      “Of course.”

      She smiles knowingly. “Girl, I’d give up my V-card for a piece of Alec Christopoulos. Just one night. I wouldn’t even be mad.”

      I gape at her, but when she starts laughing, I do too. “And that’s exactly the reason those fuckers get away with it,” I say.

      She laughs even harder. “I didn’t say I had sense.”

      I watch her hair tumble over her face. I think Dawn and I are going to get along pretty well, actually.

      She checks the clock. “Shit. We better go.” She throws everything on her tray and stands. “If we don’t beat the bell, we’re going to get trampled.”

      I rise with her, throwing everything on my tray as well. She takes off toward the garbage and tray return at the front of the cafeteria, and I follow her, my backpack once again slung over my shoulder.

      She pauses at the tray return to wait for me, her face messed up into a frown. “Okay, you’re headed…that way,” she points toward the correct hallway. “I’m going in the opposite direction, but I guess I’ll see you in gym?”

      I start to nod, but an imposing figure comes up on our right. I step out of the way, but it’s too late. Ryan fucking Linc has locked eyes with me. His mouth opens, and he stops right where he’s at. We just stare at one another for a moment as he takes in my bookbag. He pushes forward, throwing his tray down on the metallic surface and then comes right at me. I back away until my shoulders hit the solid cement wall. He leans over me, his gray eyes latching onto mine with a hold I’d almost forgotten. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      I swallow, my mouth suddenly dry. I glance behind him and see that Dawn is slack-jawed and staring at me with wide eyes. When I turn back to him, the intensity in his gaze isn’t faded. In fact, it’s possible it’s even more sharp like a point of a knife. I hike my bookbag up and try to stand straighter, but don’t get anywhere because he’s not backing down. “I go here.” I curse at myself. Could I sound even more tame? How about, This is my fucking school now, too. Deal with it.

      “You go here?” he asks, his lips thin. “Since when?”

      I do stand up then. He’s not going to move back at first, except our lips are precariously close together, so he steps aside, but still manages to loom over me. I run my hand down my arm. “Since this morning.”

      His eyebrows draw together. The cafeteria has gone quiet. I don’t need to look around to know that we probably have the attention of the whole school. If they only knew this would be the first of many times. “What happened to your fucking private school, Dale?”

      Alec and Sloan come up behind Ryan then. They see me there, and Alec says, “Oh, shit.”

      Oh shit is right, I want to say. “None of your business,” I tell him.

      “This is Rockport. Everything’s my fucking business.”

      My body heat dials up a few thousand notches. It’s not just because we’re standing so close together, it’s because I can also feel the heat of a hundred pairs of eyes on me. It’s unnerving. I only feel comfortable when I’m holding a basketball when I have this much attention. Or so it seems. “I guess consider everything but me your fucking business then.”

      He shakes his head, a slow smile coming to his face. “This is—” He cuts off and laughs. The sound is dangerous on his lips. I tell myself not to look, but I do. My whole body flushes for another reason. It remembers what his lips felt like on mine, but that was all just a mistake. A terrible mistake. He steps back, his arms going out wide. “Look at this, Rockport High.”

      I feel sick to my stomach. I was right. Everyone is looking at us. They’ve surrounded us, and the people who don’t have front row seats are standing on chairs to see what’s going on. Ryan has exactly what he always wants—an audience.

      “A rich little snob from Broadwell coming to slum it with us.”

      I swallow. The only friendly face I can immediately see right now is Dawn’s, although she’s looking on in horror. Lake has pushed in front of her, so I’m surrounded by The Rock Ballers. My heart beats painfully in my chest. This is exactly what I didn’t want to happen when I left home this morning.

      He smirks. His voice is low when he talks next, but it reverberates around the room with finality. I have no doubt everyone in the room hears it, whether they’re standing right next to us or all the way in the back. It’s only a matter of time before this gets through the whole school. “Tessa Dale is a nobody. She doesn’t exist. Period.”

      Ryan’s the first to leave, not even giving me a second glance. Everyone files out after, Lake even slamming his shoulder into mine. One-by-one, everyone else disperses too. It feels like everyone files out right in front of me, none of them giving me the time of day. Lake’s not the only one to act as if they don’t see me standing right there either. Several run right into me, including the girl who hung off Ryan as soon as he walked in. “Welcome to Rockport High, bitch,” she sneers.
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      The rest of the school day ends exactly like I think it will. I am invisible. But not in the way I wanted to be. I wanted to slip by unnoticed. Now, everyone notices me, but they make a point to either go out of their way to ignore me or slice hateful glances right through me. I guess being invisible is only fun when it’s on your terms. It’s far lonelier when everyone goes out of their way to make sure you know you don’t exist.

      I practically run out of the school, not even bothering to grab homework or books from my locker. I can still feel Ryan’s steel eyes on me from earlier in the cafeteria. It’s like he branded me. My head is so filled with him that I don’t automatically see Dawn until she stands from the hood of my car. She whistles. “You sure landed on the wrong side of things.”

      She startles me, my heartbeat kicking up a notch before I notice that it’s just her. She didn’t ignore me in gym. She didn’t talk to me at all, but she didn’t go out of her way to ignore me either. Then again, I was trying to ignore everyone, so I wouldn’t have been the best company either.

      She walks around to the passenger side of the car and looks expectantly over at me as she tugs on the door handle. “Come on, bitch. If you think I’m going to let a whole day go by without you spilling your guts, you’re wrong.” She smiles to let me know she’s joking.

      I move forward, unlocking the car. Dawn slips in the other side easily, dropping her bookbag in between her legs on the floor. She looks around the interior, eyebrows slightly raised. I clear my throat. “How’d you know this was my car, anyway?”

      She turns toward me with an incredulous stare. “Broadwell,” she says. “I’m new here and even I know that screams rich bitch.”

      I look around the parking lot even though I already know what I’ll find. Yes, my Mustang is the best car in the parking lot, but, it’s not the only nice car in the parking lot. There’s the Jeep from earlier this morning. Most likely Sloan Ivy’s car. His dad’s a senator. They make him go to Rockport to prove a point—and also because he deserves to play for the best team in the state. He easily could go to Broadwell though.

      Starting the car, I ease out of the parking lot. It’s not my imagination when I see everyone looking at me instead of my car like this morning. “You sure you want to hang out with me?”

      Dawn laughs. “No one scares me.”

      I smirk, then rev the engine like I accidentally did this morning, peeling out of the lot. I figure, if they’re going to stare, I might as well give them something to look at.

      Dawn rolls the window down and screams out, “Yesssss!”

      I’m laughing by the time we hit the streets to the small town. Down in this area, they have the mom and pop stores and family-owned restaurants. It’s actually quite quaint—nice—but I also don’t miss the gold and blue colors of Rockport High everywhere.

      Dawn points to a small pizza place. “There,” she says.

      I frown at her. “I had pizza for lunch, remember?” I pull into the angled parking in front of the shop anyway. We both hop out, and I grab my wallet from out of my bookbag before heading toward the front door. I look around. Students are just now cresting the hill walking toward this way. “Is this a local hangout?”

      She shrugs. “Fuck if I know. I’m new, remember?” Dawn sees my hesitation, so she comes around and pushes my back. “Come on. If there’s anything I know about bullies, it’s that you can’t let them see that you’re scared.”

      “I’m not,” I say automatically.

      We walk inside as she gives me the ‘yeah, right’ look. The truth is, I’m not scared of what the Ballers will do to me. My fear comes from another place all together.

      Dawn and I order a couple slices each. I also ask for a couple of garlic knots and two fountain drinks before we find a booth in the corner and sit. Once we’re situated, Dawn takes a huge bite of her pizza. “Alright, spill, new girl.”

      I’d shrug, but she looks like she won’t let up if I decide to hold back from her. She reminds me of a dog with a bone. “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything, but start with how the hell Ryan fucking Linc knows who you are.”

      The color drains from my face. I stare at my pizza, surprisingly coated with the same amount of oil as the one from the cafeteria, and sigh. “It’s—”

      “If you say it’s a long story, I think you should know that I’m not above hitting people, even new friends.”

      I look up at her, and she winks. “Fine,” I say. “Ryan Linc—and the rest of the Ballers—all know me from basketball camp.”

      She takes a bite out of a garlic knot. “That’s the sport you play?”

      I nod, and she motions with her hand to keep going. I don’t know exactly what to say to her from here though. There’s no way I’m going to tell her how they humiliated me at camp a couple summers ago. That’s not happening. That’s going with me to the grave. I shrug. “We kind of have a rivalry, I guess you could say.”

      “Broadwell and Rockport?”

      I shake my head. “More than that. Ryan and me, I mean. You see, we’re both really good. There can be only one winner and all that.”

      Her face lightens, and she looks at me with a new appreciation.

      “It’s stupid,” I say with an eye roll. “Ryan and I don’t even play the same position. It’s Lake who—”

      “Wait. So you guys played against one another? They don’t split you up into girls’ team and boys’ team?”

      And here’s the kicker of it all. “No,” I tell her. “Not at this camp. It’s invite only. Only the best of the best go.” I conveniently leave out that my dad’s been running the camp since I was a kid. Of course, he’s only taken on a more active role since he retired from playing professionally.

      “Shit, Tessa,” she says, clearly impressed now. “I thought it was weird when you started talking about using food as fuel earlier, but I guess you’re just…dedicated?” She says the last part like a question, almost as if this topic of conversation is so outside her normal routine that she’s unsure of herself.

      “Dedicated is a good word,” I tell her.

      “You’re really that good?”

      My face flushes. The athlete in me wants to just say yes. Yes, I am. But if Dawn is the only one who will talk to me, I’d rather not turn her off by seeming full of myself. If the Broadwell Academy membership card hasn’t scared her off, that might tip her over the edge. “I’m…decent,” I end with finally.

      “Sounds like an answer someone would give if they were awesome.”

      I shrug. “How about this? You can make your decision when you see me play.”

      She smiles, but then the color drains from her face. “Shit. Tessa. There’s no girls’ basketball team at Rockport. Not that I usually know these things, but I do remember hearing someone say that once.”

      I tamp down on the anger rising inside me. I’ve heard too much bullshit lately on girls’ sports teams that I could fucking scream. “Oh, I know.”

      She cocks her head. “So…how am I going to see you play?”

      “Because I’ll be playing right beside The Rock Ballers.”

      Dawn stills for a moment. Then, she chokes. She fumbles for her bottle of water as her face turns red. I go to stand, but she holds up a finger as she gulps water down. As soon as she downs all of it and swallows a couple of times, she turns wide eyes toward me. “What?!”

      I smile at her. “I’ll be playing Rock basketball this season.”

      She blinks at me. “On the boys’ team?”

      I nod.

      “The one with Ryan? Who looks like he hates you?”

      I squirm at that, but I try not to show it. Instead, I just nod.

      “Holy shit,” she says. After a moment of staring at me, she continues with, “I’m so glad I asked you to sit with me at lunch today. My life just got so much more interesting.”

      I burst out laughing. Let’s hope she keeps thinking that because I know what happened in the cafeteria with Ryan today is only the beginning of things to come. Things will get much, much worse.
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      After a long talk with Dawn, I take her home to a single-story ranch on one of the side streets in town. Hearing her backstory about living in the big city, I know she’s proud of where her and her parents have ended up. I also now understand her advice about not backing down in the face of a bully. At least I don’t have to worry about getting stabbed in the halls of Rockport. At least, I think I don’t. Ryan and The Rock Ballers are ragey assholes, but they wouldn’t want to ruin their potential future careers. They’re usually content with verbal and emotional abuse.

      The drive to the top of the cliffs seems arduous. The sun is still out and high in the sky, so sunglasses are a must as I take the curves in the road with caution. My dad bought me this car when I turned sixteen. What can I say, it’s my baby.

      I pull it around to the front door once I drive up the private road. I get out and stroll in. I haven’t received any texts from my mom yet, so it’s possible she doesn’t notice I’m late getting home. It’s also possible she went back to bed after I left and hasn’t been up since.

      As soon as I step in the door, I know all of that is wrong. My mother’s terse, high voice rings shrilly through the house.

      I roll my eyes and try to run up the stairs before she notices me, but her words make me stop, my right foot on the bottom step. “Oh Christ, Tim. Now you’re worried about where she goes to school?” There’s a pause, and she laughs. “You know how to fix this then, don’t you? How about you reinstate your fucking donation for sports activities at Broadwell?”

      My stomach squeezes. Before I know it, I’ve dropped my bag, and I’m headed toward the sound of my mother’s voice. I find her laying back on the leather sofa, the chair reclined all the way. Her eyes are closed, and she’s rubbing her temples as she listens to whatever my father is saying on the other end. I can almost hear his voice he’s shouting so loud. I can pick out the word “money” straight away.

      It’s his same old excuse. I don’t even hate my dad for it. My mom doesn’t understand why. Sometimes, neither do I.

      “You’ll have to ask her what she’s doing about basketball, Tim.” She says his name like a curse.

      The floor creaks underneath me. Her eyes pop open, and she locks eyes with me. She did dress for the day, so there’s that. She’s in a pair of joggers and a loose-fitting shirt. At least it’s not her bathrobe. However, her face is drawn and tired. It’s amazing how things have changed in this house. I’d barely ever heard my parents’ fight before they decided to separate, now that’s all they do.

      “She’s right here,” she says. “You can ask her yourself.”

      She holds out her phone to me, but I take a step back and shake my head.

      Her hand falls to the armrest. “Dad wants to know what you’re doing about basketball.” She looks at me expectantly.

      I take a step back again. This is where I’m putting my foot down. He wanted to withdraw his usual donation to Broadwell on account of them trying to split the assets, fine. My mom refuses to make the donation on account sports aren’t her thing. Also, fine. The result, however, is not fine. No Dale donation means no girls’ sports, including the girls’ basketball team.

      I don’t think either one of them truly understand what that did to me.

      My mom shakes the phone at me, but I pull away, my head filled with Plan B that I had to figure out. I find my bookbag at the bottom of the steps and pick it up. Inside the living room, I hear my mom sigh. “She doesn’t want to talk to you.” He must ask why, because she shouts, “I don’t know, Tim. Maybe she just doesn’t want to talk basketball with you.”

      My dad of all people should know what I’m feeling. Maybe he underestimates me. Maybe he really doesn’t understand what no basketball would mean for me. I refuse to believe he thinks a girl’s basketball career isn’t as worthwhile as a male’s. I won’t even let myself think it because if that’s the case, he can go to hell. Sure, I can’t play in the NBA, but thankfully, there’s the WNBA now for women’s professional basketball. That’s my aim, and I won’t let anyone take it away from me.

      I throw my bag down at the foot of my bed and topple backwards onto the plush mattress. I look up, catching the sun’s rays from the window. Just outside that pane of glass is a full-size basketball court. The hours my dad and I have spent out there together must be astronomical. It’s where I learned all the fundamentals from one of the greats himself.

      My eyes prick. My dad can’t think less of me because I’m a girl playing basketball. He just can’t. But if he does, I’m going to show him—and everyone else with the same opinion—that they’re dead wrong.

      I hear my mom’s footsteps coming up the stairs before I see her silhouetted in my door frame. “Your dad’s mad. Expect a call or text from him later.”

      I shrug, my shoulders rubbing against my bed pillows.

      “How was school?”

      Ryan’s angry face flashes in front of my eyes. “Fine.”

      She comes over and lays her hand on my calf. “You can always go back to Broadwell. I’m sure Tiff and Andrew will be happy to have you back.”

      I don’t bother telling my mother again that I broke up with Andrew. “I want basketball, Mom.”

      She sighs. “I can try the board again.”

      I shake my head. “Rockport’s got the best basketball team in the state. I’m better off there.”

      “Assuming they let you on the team,” she says, her voice quiet.

      I’ve already thought this all through. Unlike Broadwell, who has a board that determines everything, Rockport’s a public school. They have to agree to take me on the team. As long as I can prove I belong. “I’ll make it.”

      “But—”

      I lean up on my elbows. “We’ve talked about this already, Mom. They let that girl wrestler on the boys’ team a couple years ago. There’s nothing in their by-laws that state a girl can’t be on the team. The only thing I have to do is make the team. They can’t tell me no. Not like Broadwell.” According to their ancient board of directors, it’s just not proper to have a female playing for the male team. I’ve got a middle finger to give them the next time I see any one of their old, wrinkly asses.

      “I just want you to be happy,” my mom says. “One of us deserves to be.”

      My heart rips down the middle. I wish she’d stop saying shit like that. “You’ll be happy again.”

      “Your father—” She stops herself from complaining any further. For the most part, they’ve tried to keep me out of it. It definitely hasn’t happened, but they’ve tried.

      “How did Dad know I started at Rockport anyway?”

      She scoffs. “One of the administrators probably called him. Who knows? You know they all love him there.” She looks away wistfully. I understand the look on her face. It’s a whirlwind being caught up in Timothy Dale’s shadow. You almost feel like you’re great yourself. Almost. But then everyone who’s cheering and smiling leaves with him. “I tried to get him to pledge the money again, but he won’t. He tells me it should come out of the split assets.”

      My mom isn’t leaving the marriage a pauper, believe me. She’ll make out well, if that’s what she’s interested in. It’s not. She loves my dad. That’s why she’s so broken up about it. The whole Broadwell thing is just a sticking point for the both of them. “Don’t worry about it, Mom. I’m going to Rockport now. No harm done.”

      She squeezes my leg. “I’ll do it, Tess. I’ll make the donation if you want me to. They’ll reinstate the team. You can be captain again.”

      I sit all the way up. “Honestly, Mom. It’s better this way. No one will be interested in coming to see the Lady Knights play. But, Rockport’s a whole other story.”

      “Don’t I know it,” she says.

      The Rockport Warriors are a legacy team my father started. Yes, he was just that good in high school, too. The five championship rings and the building of the Timothy Dale Court at his alma mater came later though. If I want name recognition for me, this is how I’m going to get it.

      She pats my leg, and then stands. “I’ll go figure out something for dinner.”

      The mounds of grease I’ve had today are already not sitting well with me. “I don’t think I can eat,” I tell her truthfully. “I met a friend, and we went somewhere after school.”

      Her face brightens, and I at least feel good that I’m able to give her a little relief about me changing schools.

      My phone buzzes in my backpack. She stares down at it, then steps toward the door. “That’s probably your dad.”

      She walks away, and I crawl forward to grab my phone out. I’m actually hoping it’s not my dad. I hope it’s Tiff. The number I see on the screen doesn’t ring a bell with me though. I open the text message up, and glare down at the screen in shock.

      You sure you really want to do this, Dale? Rockport’s my domain.

      That motherfucker got ahold of my cell number. I changed it after that summer at camp. Hell, he probably asked the school secretary and she gladly handed it over to him.

      I type out my reply with a smile. Get fucked, Linc. I add the middle finger emoji just for shits and giggles.

      You’ve been warned.

      Instead of being afraid, my body heats, a wild emotion spiraling out from my core.

      I honestly don’t know what to do with that. When it comes to the Ballers, my body’s always been a traitor.
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      My mother isn’t awake yet when I get ready for school the next morning. I even wake up early enough to swim a few laps in the pool and then work on my perimeter shots on the court. On my way down the winding roads to Rockport High, I feel as if I’m on a high. It was nice to stretch my muscles and fall into the familiar routine of basketball, whether my dad’s there or not. My phone buzzes in my backpack on the seat next to me right as I enter town, but I can’t look over at it, so I keep going.

      Until I have to stop. Literally.

      I try to make a right into the student parking lot at the school, but all five Ballers are there, their arms crossed over their chests as they stare me down. I start to laugh, but then don’t. Instead, I narrow my eyes and pull ahead. They don’t move. I’m only a foot away from them. If I come forward any more, I’m risking hitting one of them. Not that part of me wouldn’t be happy to do so.

      Ryan breaks rank and comes toward me. The others fill in behind him, so I can’t even make a break for it if I tried. Not that I would dare to anyway.

      I don’t wait for Ryan to get all the way over to me. I throw the car door open and step one foot out. “What the actual fuck?” I cry out, gesturing toward the rest of the Ballers. They’re all smirking now.

      “We don’t want you here,” Ryan says coolly, his voice like ice.

      “And that’s my problem because…?”

      A horn beeps behind us, but I ignore it.

      “Take the hint, Dale. Go back to Broadwell.”

      “Not happening,” I say, laying my forearm casually over the door of my Mustang.

      “Damn,” Lake crows. “Tell Tessa she can park here if she’ll bend over the hood of her car for me.” He makes hip thrusting motions, drawing a chorus of laughs from the crowd.

      I give him the middle finger without even looking at him.

      “I warned you,” Ryan says.

      “Yeah, it was nice to get the texts from you, Ryan. Really sweet. Now, move.”

      He moves closer, reaching out to put a few strands of my hair around my ear. My body responds to his touch, shaking a little. Ryan and I have always been wound tight like a rubber band. We’re either at each other’s throats or…

      Do not go there, I warn myself.

      “No one wants you here.”

      “I don’t really care about that. You should know that about me, Linc.”

      He crosses his arms again, staring me down as if he knows I’m going to be a big problem. His blond hair is styled in that messy way. His muscles coil and retract from the tension, but it’s his gray eyes that catch on and don’t leave me alone. “I know that you’re a pain in the ass, and I won’t have you fucking up Rockport. It’s my school.”

      We’re drawing a crowd again. More people honk. I look around to find that there are quite a number of cars behind me waiting to get into the school. It must be pushing it to first bell. “Come on,” someone shouts. “Get the fuck out of the way.”

      Someone else calls out, “Move bitch.”

      I don’t know where the insults are all coming from, but I know where the root of them started. From these five right in front of me.

      I glance over to find Lake. He isn’t smirking anymore. Nope, he’s looking at me like he’s already undressed every piece of clothing I’m wearing. He licks his lips, making me shudder.

      Sloan is dressed in a polo shirt and crisp khaki shorts. He’s the only one who could get away with that here. He looks bored, staring out at the line of cars like he’s already counting the number of registered voters he can gain from this.

      Alec’s black hair gleams from the sunshine. His stare collides with mine as soon as I move to look at him. He’s more muscular than the others, perfect for his power forward position. He has elbows made to grab rebounds. I should know, I’ve been on the receiving end a time or two.

      Hayes glares down at me. He’s tall for high school. He’s so tall he should be awkward, but he’s not. Instead, he moves like a gazelle. His dirty blond hair falls over his forehead as he makes eye contact with me. Hayes isn’t one to start fights, but he sure as fuck ends one if he needs to. He has a quiet, imposing air about him.

      All five of them are having the time of their lives making me squirm, but that doesn’t stop me thinking how incredibly gorgeous they all are. From cruel sexiness to dark beauty, they have it.

      “Run along, Dale,” Ryan says, his voice low. “I’ve seen you run before.”

      I step out from behind the car door. The others move in around Ryan as I storm right next to him. “You’re an asshole.”

      The corner of his mouth quirks upwards. “From what I remember, you liked it.”

      The rest of them snicker except for Hayes. He casts a shadow over me that makes me wilt away from him.

      “Come on, Academy Bitch. The rest of us need to get to class,” someone shouts.

      Then, there’s a cacophony of car horns. I turn my head to see that even more cars have found their way in line. Some people are hanging out windows, throwing their arms in the air at me. More people are shouting now, telling me to move my ass.

      None of them want to hear that it’s the Ballers’ fault. They’re the kings, and we’re all just peasants. Or, we’re supposed to be.

      I shake my head. “I didn’t realize you guys would be this petty. I’m glad you care where I park.”

      “I’d like to park my cock inside her pussy,” Lake says. “You said she was tight, right Ry?”

      I whip around, glaring at Ryan. He did not tell them we had sex. That’s a straight up lie.

      Ryan sneers. “Are you kidding? I wouldn’t put my dick anywhere near her. She’s not good enough for me.”

      My jaw locks. I turn around, my face flaming, and head back toward my car. Out of everything they’ve said, that one probably hurt the worst. Once inside, I shut the door only to look out and see that all five are in front of me again. They’re serious about this. I shake my head, check my rearview mirror, then put the car in reverse and back up, giving me some space to turn around. I take a left out of the parking lot, ignoring all the cheers and insults thrown my way. I only catch the Ballers moving aside for the rest of the cars, motioning them inside like they truly do get to decide who goes to the school and who doesn’t.

      Once the line going the other way clears, I take a left into the faculty parking lot. It’s clearly labeled that no students are allowed to park there, but where the hell else am I going to park? I’m certainly not just going to go home like they want me to. Not happening.

      The warning bell rings just after I shut the car off. I sit back in my seat and stare up at the brick building. So unimposing. If people only knew what goes on inside. I’m not surprised the Ballers get away with this shit. They’re loved all over this town. Free food at the restaurants. Free films at the theater. They’re practically the kings of this town. Part of me is disgusted, the other part of me is a little jealous. I only hope they’ve peaked. As soon as I think it, I know it’s not true though. These guys are damn good. I can’t even bring myself to say they don’t deserve all the accolades they get because they do. That doesn’t mean they’re not shitty humans though.

      My phone buzzes again, and I take it out. WARNING! Dawn sent. The Ballers aren’t going to let you park in the lot. That was her first text. The next one just says, you ok?

      In response, I shove my car door open and step out, dragging my bag with me. There’s no time for me to go to my locker before homeroom, so I hightail it there instead. I run into the room just as the bell rings. Every single person in the room is staring at me now. It’s not that curious stare they had yesterday, it’s the ‘she’s enemy number one’ stare. I walk straight back, trying to ignore them all, but when I get to the seat I sat in yesterday, it’s wrapped in yellow caution tape.

      “Funny,” I breathe out.

      Snickers ascend over the room. Rolling my eyes, I pull at the tape and wad it up, throwing it on the floor next to me. With the same calm face, I sit only to have a note thrown on my desk.

      CAUTION

      Note to all Rockport High guys. Don’t fuck Tessa Dale.

      She’ll get pregnant on purpose to trap you.

      Like mother like daughter.

      The area behind my eyes burns as I read and re-read the note. It isn’t the first time I’ve heard some shit like that. Hell, the media likes to bring it up every once in a while. I was five, I think, the first time I had this talk with my parents. They explained to me how the media makes up shit to sell magazines and newspapers.

      For the record, my mom didn’t trap my dad. It just took them a while to conceive me: Quintessa Marie Dale. Named because I was born the year my dad got his fifth championship ring.

      The raucous laughter all around me as I stare at the note tells me no one else would believe me if I tell them the truth. They’re probably just happy the Ballers are picking on me instead of one of them.

      Well, fuck them all.
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      The rest of the day is just like homeroom. Every single one of my chairs in every period is outfitted just like the first one. By the time last period rolls around, I just sit right on the caution tape, wait for the note to get thrown my way, and then flick it off my desk. That wasn’t all of it either. There’s been a note on my locker every single time I stopped by today. There it is in big, bold letters, telling everyone not to fuck me. In the halls, guys give me a wide berth and the girls laugh knowingly. When I pass the bulletin board outside the library, there’s an even bigger sign printed with the same information. I just wonder who let them use one of the faculty printers to print that shit out. The teachers have no semblance of control here. That much is obvious.

      Dawn, though, partners with me in gym. We’re in the gymnastics curriculum, so it’s just trying to see what we can do from forward rolls to back flips. Afterward, Dawn follows me out toward the faculty exit, but Vice Principal Holden is standing at the front entry glass doors with his hands crossed over his chest. “Miss Dale,” he starts.

      My stomach sinks. I think about all the shit I put up with today and wonder if the Ballers have tried something else, or if I’m somehow going to be blamed for all the crass posters over the entire school.

      “You no doubt saw the sign explaining that this entry and this lot is for faculty only, yes?”

      My eyebrows draw in.

      He lifts his brows expectantly, then turns around to point at my Mustang. “That is your car, isn’t it?”

      “Y-yes,” I tell him.

      “And did you realize that was the faculty parking lot?”

      I go to tell him yes, of course I did, but Dawn elbows me. Instead, I say nothing as his gaze sears into mine.

      “Miss Dale,” he says on a sigh. “I, personally, don’t care who your father is. I expect you to follow the same rules as all the other students.”

      My face burns. I’ve never once in my entire life used the fact that my father is Timothy Dale to get anything. His insinuation makes my skin crawl. I step forward, my lips pulling back so I can tell him off, but instead, Dawn’s right there. “I’m sure Tessa just didn’t know.”

      Fuck that, I want to scream.

      “Consider this your warning, Miss Dale, only on the account that it’s your second day of school.”

      Dawn tugs on my hand and starts toward the glass doors. I look back to give Mr. Holden one last glare, but instead, a coif of dark hair catches my eye. Alec Christopoulos is standing just outside the vice principal’s office. His lips pull apart in a slow smile, but then he looks away as Holden approaches him. The sight of the two shaking hands is the last thing I see of Rockport High that day.

      Dawn and I head out toward my car. Once we’re inside, I mutter, “Fucking assholes.”

      “Amen to that. They’ve really got a boner about messing with you. By the way, who the fuck’s your dad and why does Holden give a shit?”

      I look over at her. She pulls her seatbelt around, messes with her hair, and then checks her reflection in the mirror on the other side of the sun visor. I’m still looking at her when she turns toward me. “You don’t know?”

      “Ummm…” She smiles and looks off to the side. “No. Should I?”

      I lean back in the seat, feeling small against the comfy cockpit seating. “My dad’s Timothy Dale.” When she doesn’t say anything, I look back over. She looks as confused as ever. “Timothy Dale,” I say again.

      She bites her lower lip. “Sorry?”

      I close my eyes. “He’s—”

      “A professional basketball player? Yeah, I know,” she says, smacking me in the arm playfully. “Well, at least I do now. I had to look him up on Google during second period after I heard some douche say something about your mom trapping him with a baby at the height of his career. Did you know your dad built the Rockport High Basketball Court? It’s named after him.”

      I laugh at her. “Of course, I know. I was fucking here when construction first started, and I was here during the ribbon-cutting ceremony, too.” And many more times after that.

      “No wonder why the Ballers hate you.”

      I take a deep breath and start the car. Backing out, I head toward town since it sounds like Dawn wants more gossip. “Come again? They hate me because my dad’s a basketball player?”

      “No, you dipshit. They hate you because you threaten their masculinity or some other misogynistic shit.” I look over at her, not understanding what she’s saying, and then turn back toward the road.

      She points toward the next left. “Let’s go to that ice cream place.”

      The place isn’t nearly as far from the school as I want to be, but I figure what the hell. I put my blinker on and wait for traffic to clear.

      “Tessa, The Rock Ballers are the it—” She actually uses air quotes. “—boys at school. Now, the daughter of a basketball great, who’s also really amazing at basketball, waltzes into their town. You disrupted the status quo, and they don’t like that. They want the attention on them.”

      “Too bad,” I say. Inside, though, what Dawn says makes a lot of sense. I just thought they didn’t want me here because they don’t particularly like me. I knew they’d be pissed once they learned I was trying out for the team, but I didn’t expect all of this right now. My stomach settles with a resounding freefall. That only means it’s going to get much, much worse. You know that saying, It’s going to get worse before it gets better? I’m not sure this will even get better. Even if I make the team, I don’t know if they’ll accept me.

      “You knew these guys before,” Dawn says as I pull into Scoops parking lot. Just beyond the little shack is the athletic fields, the dome of Timothy Dale Court rising above it all. “You must have known you’d get some sort of reaction from them.” Her eyes widen. “You must have huge lady balls, my friend. I’m liking you a lot more now.”

      I laugh and then push my car door open. “Come on, let’s get some ice cream.” We order, and I pay while Dawn walks off to the last picnic table. As I walk toward her, I hear the crack of a baseball and then a smattering of applause from the crowd. “Shit. Is that Rockport?” I had no idea they were playing today.

      Dawn turns toward me, eyes ablaze. “I have to see Alec in his baseball uniform. I need it, Tessa,” she says again after I give her a look.

      “Let me get this straight, you want to ogle one of the guys tormenting me?”

      She takes my hand and yanks me toward the fence, heading straight for the third base line bleachers. “It’s not really him doing it. It’s mostly Ryan.”

      If she thinks Alec is a saint, she’s mistaken. “Sure, Ryan’s the ringleader, but—”

      “I told you it didn’t matter. I don’t want to talk or hang out with him. I just want his dick in my—”

      I push her to keep her mouth shut. We’re about to pass a mom with a young son who’s bent over at the waist to pick a flowery weed. “Jesus, Dawn. You have such a big mouth.”

      She laughs heartily. “All the better to…” She makes a motion of her fist against her mouth, and then laughs so hard I think she’ll faint when my face turns fifty shades of red.

      “Just shut up,” I tell her as we climb the bleachers closest to us. We go all the way to the top and away from everyone else. It’s such a beautiful day out that I actually have fun eating my ice cream and watching Rockport. Alec is the only one of the Ballers who plays another sport. Frankly, I’m surprised the rest of them let him. Chance of injury is high, made even more so when participating in this game isn’t even mandatory. A few of the baseball teams in our division, including Rockport, participate in a quarter season that starts in August. It’s to bridge the gap between the previous playoffs and next year’s opener. If Alec gets injured in these games, he won’t have time to recover for basketball.

      I look over at Dawn to find her staring at Christopoulos. He’s the third baseman, and we really do have a tremendous view of his ass. “Do you even know what’s going on?” I ask her.

      “Does it matter?” she says softly. “I’m looking at sweet perfection.” She finishes her ice cream and then rubs her hands against one another. “You can’t tell me you’re not attracted to that.”

      A shiver runs up my spine. I’d have to be blind to not be attracted to that, or any of them. I only second-guess my sanity when they’re being so cruel I can’t stand it.

      “Come on,” Dawn says, elbowing me. “You can tell me.”

      I look over at her. She’s the only friend I have at Rockport. She might be the only friend I have right now period since I can’t get Tiff to text me back. I look into Dawn’s blue eyes, needing to make sure she’s not messing with me. No, I finally say to myself. There’s no way. Dawn and I met before the Ballers even knew I was attending their high school. She’s safe. “He’s hot. They’re all hot. The problem is they know it.”

      Dawn looks back around and we both watch as Alec catches a flyball to end the inning. At least, that’s what I watch. I have no idea if Dawn even knows what he’s doing. And, like she says, she doesn’t care. “Vanity isn’t all together sexy,” she finally says. “But confidence is. The Ballers have that in spades.”

      “Swagger,” I agree.

      She makes a guttural groan in the back of her throat. I agree completely. I was an awkward middle schooler at basketball camp, but it seemed as if Ryan, Alec, Lake, Sloan, and Hayes had moves before they’d even known what to truly do with them. If that didn’t give me a complex, I wouldn’t know what would. Maybe that’s partly the reason why I still look up to them, as ridiculous as it may sound.

      One second my brain is saying fuck them, the next, I literally want to fuck them.

      I roll my eyes at myself. I sound like Dawn now.

      “Do you really think that rumor about them not dating is true?” Dawn asks.

      “You’ve seen girls all over them,” I tell her. I finish my ice cream and use the napkin I got from the Scoops counter to get rid of any evidence. “Why would they?”

      A familiar voice draws my attention to the bottom center of the stands. It’s the rest of the Ballers. The same girl who was hanging over Ryan in the cafeteria is currently on his lap, kissing a line down his neck. I try not to get jealous, but red-hot heat falls over me anyway. Each of the guys has a girl with them. Lake’s sucking face with one, his hand dipped precariously just inside her shorts. Another girl has her head on Hayes’ shoulder while his arm is draped over her casually. Sloan and his girl are a little less show and tell. He taps the edge of her nose and smiles. Every remnant of the sneer he gave me earlier is completely gone.

      My stomach churns. I tell myself I don’t want to be those girls, but at the same time, I’m looking at them like I would trade places with them. My head is so fucked up I don’t even know where to start brushing the tangles out. It’s ridiculous that no matter how mean they are to me, I still want to be a part of them. Maybe it’s my own determination not to let the patriarchy win. I should be down there with them, not as the trophy hanging off their arm, but as an equal.

      I smile to myself. That’s exactly why I’m jealous. I don’t want to fawn over them. I want to be one of them.

      The crowd cheers, and I look up to find Alec walking toward home plate, taking practice swings with his bat. Butterflies erupt in my stomach. The guys and girls below us stand, yelling encouragement at him. Well, the guys are yelling encouragement. The girls are just screaming.

      But beyond that, my heart starts to flutter. It’s so close to basketball season I can feel the need to play, to walk out on the court just like Alec’s walking up to home plate right now. No wonder why he wants to play these extra baseball games as well as basketball. Playing sports is like a drug. It’s an obsession, for sure, but a drug if you’re any good at it. Competition. Camaraderie. Nothing beats a game. I take a quick peek at the scoreboard and see that the Warriors are down by a run. My leg jumps up and down. My hands itch to clap. Come on, Alec, I’m saying inside my head. You got this.

      He most certainly does, too. First pitch, Alec’s first swing. He nails it. The second I hear the crack of the bat; I know it’s a good hit. I follow the ball’s arc through the sky and jump up when it goes over the fence. On instinct, I clap and yell as Alec rounds the bases. Dawn’s right next to me. She knows enough about the sport to understand Alec’s just done something amazing.

      Alec rounds second and looks up into the crowd. His gaze swings up and connects with mine. His eyes flash with ice before he sweeps his stare right past me and to the rest of the Ballers and their cronies. Then, he throws his hand in the air in a fist pump before stepping on third and heading home.

      My hands have frozen mid-clap. I sit as ice settles in my spine from the way he completely looked right through me like I’m nothing. Like I’m worse than nothing. If I was a casual observer, I’d never know that me and this guy—all the guys—have a history together.

      “Ready to go?” Dawn asks. She’s still standing, but she looks down at me with a frown.

      “Yeah,” I tell her. So ready.
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      After I drop Dawn off, I drive through the small town. The high school is empty now. There are only a few families walking the sidewalks away from the fields. I can’t shake the need unfurling inside me. Thank God basketball season is almost here. Hell, Sign-Ups is tomorrow.

      I pull down the side street next to the school and take the road all the way back. I pass the baseball field to my left and keep going. Right after, there’s the track. I pull to the side of the road like I used to do with my dad. Surprisingly, there’s no one on it right now. I couldn’t even count the number of times someone came up to my dad while we were on this track training with one another. Maybe I even came down here expecting him to be here. Neither Mom nor I know where he is right now. It’s almost like he has a secret life we’re not privy to.

      I push the car door open and move around to the trunk where I always keep an extra bag with a set of workout clothes and shoes. Grabbing the essentials, I slide into the backseat and do a quick change. It’s crazy how I’ve perfected this over the years. I’m easily the most talented girl out there at changing without showing any skin. Easily.

      That’s what happens when you’re a girl who plays with a bunch of boys.

      When I’m done, I push the backseat open and put on my track shoes. I may have lied about having only one pair of extra shoes in the trunk. I have running shoes, basketball shoes—that are separate from game and practice shoes—and one general pair of sneakers. In case.

      After grabbing my phone from the passenger seat, I lock the car up and head toward the track. On the way there, I shoot my mom a quick text that I’m out running. She’ll understand. She always tells me that whatever crazy drive my dad has for basketball, I inherited it too. We’ve been known to wake up in the middle of the night to shoot baskets. There’s just something about it that’s calming.

      After some stretches, I start with an easy jog around the track. I don’t want to sound conceited, but the exertion is nothing for me. Running back and forth down the court hundreds of times a night? That’s tiring. This is a leisurely stroll. After a mile, I pick up the pace, running sprints for 100 yards, 200 yards, with breaks in between. I do that for another half hour or so until I end out the final sprint with a mile full out. By the time I finish, I collapse onto the track right next to where I started. Sweat drips from my forehead down the sides of my face and into my eyes. I pull my tank top up and wipe at it, still trying to catch my breath. My lungs burn as I gulp in air, but my limbs are tingling with power. There’s nothing like it. I feel unstoppable.

      “Damn, Tessa. Looking good.”

      I quickly wipe my eyes again and look up. A pit opens in the bottom of my stomach as I stare up at Lake O’Brien. The evening sun makes his dark features even darker.

      “Got some abs, I see.”

      I roll my eyes and go to get up, but he stands over me. The look he gives me while he straddles my hips sends predatory shivers down me. Out of all the Ballers, I think it’s safe to say that Lake hates me the most. Same player position makes us automatic competition for one another. He’d deny it in front of my father, but I know he hates the idea of losing to a girl. He sucks down his pride at camp, but the lingers of his creepy stare always stay with me. “Leave me alone, Lake.”

      Another figure steps up next to him, startling me. Holy shit. There’s two of them. This kid is the spitting image of Lake when I met him when we were thirteen. How did I not know he had a brother?

      “This is River,” Lake says, his gaze narrowing, and his cheekbones sharpen to points. “River never gets to come to camp because of you.”

      The urge to eye roll is strong. How else is stupidity supposed to be conveyed?

      I try to scoot back so I can stand, but Lake just moves until he’s over my hips again, eyes just as menacing if not more so. “He plays shooting guard, too.”

      Ohh. I see. Camp Dale only takes the best of the best for each position. For shooting guard, that’s me, Lake here, and Grover Lane from the opposite side of the state. I get comfortable on the ground like he’s not intimidating the hell out of me. I refuse to sit up and have his crotch be in my face. Reaching my hands behind my head, I lay back and stare over at River. “Just keep trying,” I tell him, meaning to be helpful. I glare at Lake for making this about anything other than talent. “If you want it bad enough, you need to work for it.”

      “Like you do,” young River scoffs.

      I look back and forth between the two of them. Of course River would have perfected the asshole stare too, and the fact that things should just be given to them because they have dicks. “I work for my shit.” In my head, I envision all the nights staying up late playing by the spotlight my dad added to the court. The work here on this track. The time spent in the gym. Fuck these guys.

      “Daddy gives it to you,” Lake spits.

      I want to laugh, but this shit is getting old. “Don’t lie to yourself, Lake. That’s the worst thing you can do. If you spent as much time working out than you did complaining that I beat you, you might have bested me already.”

      His eyes flare. He kneels down, one knee by my hip now. “I’m better than you,” he says through gritted teeth.

      What’s sad is that he looks like he believes it. He legitimately believes his lie about my dad giving me my recognitions because he doesn’t want to believe I can beat him. Little does he know, my dad never judges me. Never. He lets the other coaches do that, so he won’t be tempted to score me higher. Which is outright ridiculous anyway. My dad is far harder on me than he’s ever been on any other player.

      Suddenly, though, this has turned from just a war of words to something more. Lake’s pulse is throbbing at his neck. His muscles are strained and shaking. He looks as if he wants to kick my ass. I look from one O’Brien to the other. They mirror one another, each one of them feeling as if I’ve taken something from them. What words am I supposed to come up with to placate them now? I know what my mouth wants to say, but I’m also a hell of a lot smarter than that. “Let me up,” I say finally, trying to hide the shake in my voice.

      “No,” River says, moving to my feet.

      I glance at his brother then back to him. “I’m not fucking around, Lake. Get off me.”

      They glare at me. I can’t even fathom the animosity in their dark eyes. “Hold her legs,” Lake says casually.

      For a beat, I don’t move. The whole thing sounds just so preposterous. When I realize I should’ve been more worried than I was, it’s too late. River snatches my feet. I try to kick out, but he’s strong and has a good grip. He holds my ankles under his armpits and then wraps his arms around my calves where his fingers dig into me. Struggling, I reach up to push Lake off, but he holds my arms down and then leans his knees on them, pinning me to the ground.

      Knots tie up my stomach. The only body part I can move is my hips until Lake sits back, taking an object out of his pocket. He smiles at the Sharpie. If it wasn’t such a sadistic smile, I’d say he was handsome even then. He pops the top and throws it to the side. He leans forward, aiming the marker for my face. “What are you doing?” I cry, thrashing harder now.

      Lake chuckles darkly. The closer he comes, the more I move my head around. He growls, then forces my head to the track, leaning his weight against my head until it throbs. I buck and turn, but the O’Brien boys are too much for me. Lake’s writing on my face now. He does it fast as tears spring to my eyes. They’re marking me. I’m helpless. I can’t move, powerless to stop them.

      “Help!” I yell. I call out several times, but just as the last scream exits my body, Lake sits up, tossing the marker to the side. River drops my legs and they fall to the track. They seem so much heavier now than they did right after I finished running.

      I scramble to my feet, but Lake has his cell phone out taking picture after picture.

      I turn away, eyes stinging as tears run down my face. I grab my cell and keys I left on the track and run for my car. My heart pounds in my chest, beating a fast rhythm of ‘get the fuck out of here’ while you can. After I start the car, I peel out of there so fast. My whole body is shaking. I’m embarrassed. I’m scared. I’m fucking livid.

      Slamming the steering wheel, I can’t keep myself from crying. I scream once, then try to slow the beating of my heart. I wipe at my face and stare at my hands, but whatever he wrote on me is there like a tattoo. My stomach churns, sick with the violation.

      I knew they hated me, but I never thought they’d take it that far. I thought we would fight it out on the court. Fight it out with words and fucked up signs posted everywhere on the school grounds, but never did I think any one of them would go so far as to do something physical to me. No, Lake didn’t punch me. He didn’t hurt me even. What he did was far, far worse.

      The curves up the mountain to my house go by quick. Before I know it, I’m pulling past the TD pillar and driving up to my house. I shut the car off and lean back in the seat, my chest rising and lowering in short gasps. Looking up at the visor, I know all I have to do is pull it down to see what he did. The tears have since dried on my face. Now my skin is clammy and sticky. Without thinking too much, I close my eyes and then quickly reach up to flip the visor open.

      My stomach freefalls.

      I lean in closer. The words ‘I suck’ are written across the right side of my forehead. And on my cheek, next to the dried tears, looks like what’s supposed to be a crudely drawn cock.

      “Motherfuckers,” I say, breaths still coming out short. I lean back against the seat and stare up at the car ceiling. Tears threaten again, but I’m far too pissed to cry.

      I throw the car door open and grab my bag. The front door is closed with the foyer light on. I can only hope my mother’s not right there waiting for me. I need to wash this off before she sees it. Will it even come off? It’s a fucking Sharpie.

      Peeking inside, I don’t hear or see Mom, so I walk in and lock the door behind me. I start to tiptoe, but then she calls out from the kitchen, “Tess, is that you?”

      I run for the stairs. “Yeah.”

      “Wait a minute,” she calls out.

      “Can’t!” I yell back. “Need to take a shower.”

      She groans in frustration, but I barrel up the stairs, run to my room, and slam the door behind me. With shaking hands, I grab my phone and Google how to get rid of permanent marker. Out of the list of ingredients that show up, the only thing I have in my room to use is nail polish remover, so I go into my attached bath, yank out a crap ton of toilet paper, and then soak it with the nail polish remover before running it over my face. The smell makes my nose scrunch, but I rub and keep rubbing. When I’m done, the black marks are faded but not entirely gone. My skin is raw and red, but at least it looks like I’m not eating a dick anymore.

      I lean my head against the cool granite of the bathroom counter. Forget my face, I think. I need to bleach away the memories of their unwanted hands on me.
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      Today’s a big day. It’s not just because it’s Sign-Up Day anymore. It’s because I need to walk into Rockport High to show Lake fucking O’Brien he doesn’t scare me.

      This morning, I took the nail polish remover to my face again. My poor skin is dry as fuck, not to mention streaky red, but that’s why God invented makeup. I’ve attended Sign-Up Day every year since my dad built Timothy Dale Court. Every year I dress up, smile, and be the dutiful, doting daughter. Not this year. Oh, I’m dressing up, but I’m dressing up to slay. I’m dressing up so that when I walk up to the sign-up sheet and write my name down, they’ll not only be forced to say my name, they’ll be forced to take pictures of me, and I’m going to look as sexy as I can while they’re doing it.

      Look, I said everything about Rockport High Basketball is a big deal. I wasn’t lying. Sign-Up Day is a media frenzy. The coaches, players, and my dad usually know every freshman—and the very rare upperclassmen—who want to throw their hat into the ring to join the team, but they won’t know me. The local newspaper and news stations will be there. I’d planned on wearing just what I wear to a regular day of school, but not anymore. They can eat their hearts out.

      I finish applying my lip gloss and then dump my freshen-up makeup in my bookbag. Sign-Ups isn’t until after school ends, so I’ll need to retouch. I step back to look in my dresser mirror. My skirt is just on the cusp of being too short. I look classy, yet sexy. It’s exactly what I wanted to pull off. The shirt I’m wearing just grazes the top of my skirt. If I reach for something or pose in a certain way, hello stomach. After all, Lake said I had abs now. He might as well see them more often. All they are is proof that my dedication is paying off.

      My bookbag clanks, the makeup containers hitting one another as I throw it over my shoulder and head downstairs. Mom’s sitting at the breakfast nook again. Steam from a pile of French toast is wafting in front of her face. When I come into view, she looks up. Her eyes widen a bit, and then she’s smiling. “Today’s Sign-Up Day, isn’t it?”

      I smile wide. Despite the fact that I’m wearing this as some sort of revenge, nerves are still battling inside my tummy because of what today means. I feel like I’m outing myself to the world. “Do I look okay?”

      “Oh, honey,” my mom says as she stands. She moves forward and wraps her arms around me. She’s lost weight, I think, as she squeezes. I can even feel her ribs. She stands back. “You look beautiful.”

      She looks away, her smile slipping a little. This will be the first year she won’t be standing next to my dad during this particular event. Hell, there’ll be so many events this year she won’t be standing next to him at. This is just the first of many. “You can come to watch me, if you want.”

      Turning toward me, she says, “I’m so proud of you, Tess. Don’t forget that. Don’t even doubt that.” She pulls away. “It’s just I don’t think I can handle that right now. But I’ll see your picture in the paper, and you can tell me all about it when you get home. Now,” she says, gesturing toward the table, “Breakfast?”

      She seems so broken today, I can’t tell her no. I sit and eat as much as I can before I have to go. I already texted Dawn to tell her I’d be picking her up this morning and to wear something sexy. I’m a little scared to see what that means to her, but hey, I asked for it. For the first time since I started school at Rockport, I leave the Mustang’s top up as I go to school. I’d also curled my hair this morning and the curls have to last hours. They wouldn’t last thirty seconds in the wind.

      When I pull up to Dawn’s house, she bounds down the front steps. “What’s up, girlfriend?” She’s wearing a tight tank top. The kind with the thin straps. She must have a hot pink bra on underneath, because the red strap of her tank top mixes with a hot pink strap. Her shorts are cut way too short. They must go against the school’s policy. She looks over at me. “Oh, so when you said sexy, you didn’t mean slutty?”

      She laughs, and I follow suit. “You look amazing.” She does, too. Her shorts have faded, stringy holes in them, showing off even more skin. The look works for her though.

      “I’ll have to hide from teachers all day, but…” She shrugs. I guess that’s why I like Dawn. She doesn’t give a fuck.

      I don’t tell her about how Lake and his brother held me down and drew a dick on my face last night. The thought is tempting, but I’m embarrassed as hell about it. For some reason, I don’t want her to know it’s this bad. It’s easier to pretend that they just throw insults at me any chance they get.

      I park down the street, already guessing the Ballers are near the front of the school again, just waiting to make sure I don’t try to park in the student lot. And, since I can’t park in the faculty lot either, I’ll just walk a block. I grimace over at Dawn, seeing that she’s wearing heels. “Sorry.”

      “Sorry for what? It’s those fucking assholes’ fault.” She’s quiet for a moment as we walk up the sidewalk. “Why didn’t you just tell Mr. Holden that you were literally barred entry into the student lot?”

      I shrug. “One, he already thinks I’m entitled. Two, they look the other way when it comes to the Ballers. I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

      She scoffs. “Yeah, those five and that Richie Youngs kid who deals pot on school grounds that everyone else seems to know about except them.”

      My eyebrows raise. “What?!”

      She laughs. “You think that’s bad? At my old school, it was way worse than pot. It was the hard stuff, and guns and knives, too.”

      “Yikes.”

      Dawn stares at me and shakes her head. “Jesus. You really did go to a private school, didn’t you? Who says yikes?”

      I belly laugh, shoving her a little in the shoulder. “Shut up.”

      My outfit does exactly what I want it to do. Everyone’s still glaring at me, the Broadwell Academy bitch they don’t want here. But the guys? Most of their stares dip lower, checking me out. It gives me a sick satisfaction all day. When lunch rolls around, I know I’ve made the exact impression I want to. The Ballers are glaring at me as I sashay by them with my tray, acting as if nothing is wrong. The girl on Ryan, whose name I found out is Rhonda Kyle, practically stomps off when she first sees me. I pick at my salad and laugh and joke with Dawn the entire time.

      I’m not naive enough to think I’ve won or that the Ballers are done with me, but at least I can have this moment. And this won’t even be my triumph of the day. That I’m saving for later.

      “Tell me you’re coming to the Sign-Up event after school,” I say to Dawn, leaning in close.

      She rolls her eyes and looks around the cafeteria. The place is decked out in blue and gold. The Ballers are even wearing button-up shirts with blue and gold ties. “Jesus. Is everyone obsessed with this?”

      “It’s a big deal,” I tell her, my smile instantly widening at the bomb I’ll drop on everyone later today.

      She shrugs. “You know I’m going.”

      I smile and then we stand to leave before the bell rings. Her heels click over the floor as we put our trays down, and I start out for Life Sciences. We’re in the middle of learning how to track household budgets right now. I can’t really scoff at it. Sure, my family has personal accountants for this stuff, but it’s good to know what’s going on with your own money. Especially since professional women’s basketball players aren’t making bank like their male counterparts. Yes, some of that can be attributed to the money the league makes overall, but the gap between women and men’s pay in this instance is sickening. Now, if I can get a sponsorship deal with Nike, that’s another thing.

      A hand slams against a locker right in front of me. I skid to a stop and glare up at Sloan Ivy. His hazel eyes, coupled with the speckling of freckles over his skin, make him look less threatening, but I know better. His black pants and white button-up hug his muscles. His hair is gelled today and despite the fact his father is a senator and his parents are paraded around everywhere, he doesn’t look quite as haughty as he should. “Sloan,” I say, looking past him to my classroom.

      He looks me over the same way I did him. Heat crawls up my neck and a fire starts in my lower stomach. “You certainly look different,” he says, a disinterested drawl to his voice.

      “Sign-Ups Day.” I give him a demure smile and a slight shrug.

      “You’ll be next to Daddy?”

      “Aren’t I always?” We stare at each other for a little while longer. “Will Senator Ivy be with us tonight?”

      His eyes draw in. “No,” he says curtly. “But my mother will be there.”

      I can’t help the regret that laces through me. I honestly didn’t mean to bring up a sore subject. “I didn’t—”

      “It doesn’t matter, Dale,” he says with a sigh. “It’s best you keep close to Daddy tonight.” He winks. “We wouldn’t want something happening to you.” He reaches up and trails a finger down my cheek. Right where Lake drew a dick on my face. His lips curve up wickedly. “Right?”

      I push his hand out of the way, then place my palm against his chest. My fingers burn once I feel his tight muscles, but I move him back steadily until I’m standing right next to the open door of my class. “Thanks for your concern, Sloan, but I think I’ll be okay.”

      I turn to leave, but Sloan reaches out and grabs my wrist, forcing me to turn around. “What are you doing here, Tessa?”

      His eyes burn into me, but otherwise, they’re practically unreadable. All I know is that his look makes goosebumps sprout over my body. “Attending school,” I tell him, my mouth dry. I don’t know why they distrust me so much. The problem has never been me. Maybe they’re just worried that I’m sick of their bullshit now. That I’m ready to speak up and act out. I am, but what’s to come isn’t about them. It’s only about me. “See you tonight,” I tell him, then peel my wrist away from his fingers and head into class.

      For the rest of the period, I stare at my wrist where we touched. I swear I can still feel his skin on mine. When the bell rings, I follow everyone out of class and head toward the gym. When I’m halfway down the hall, I stop in my tracks. At the end of the corridor, I see Tim “The Real Deal” Dale towering over everyone. A smile immediately splits my lips apart, and I move forward, stepping around people who are going to slow. “Da—”

      My words die on my lips. He’s standing next to Ryan, his huge hand on his shoulder. They both turn my way, but the looks on their faces can’t be more different. My dad comes toward me, wrapping his arm around my shoulder. “Hey, Pumpkin.”

      Embarrassing nickname aside, it’s good to see him. I miss seeing him every day. Since the separation, I don’t see him nearly as much as I used to. I didn’t realize until this moment how much that sucks. I mean, I’m seventeen. My parents getting a divorce shouldn’t be that big of a deal. I’ll be going off to college soon, anyway. It’s hard to explain, but it is that big of a deal, like everything is slowly ripping to shreds around me and I can’t stop it.

      Dad steps back. Ryan is still staring daggers at me, but I don’t care. He won’t do anything in front of my dad. He may not hand things to me like the others think, but I’m still his little girl. “You look beautiful,” my dad says.

      I smile up at him. “Look at you, old man.” I tug on the sides of his suit coat. “Looking dapper.”

      My dad does a little strut. He’s always been quite the showoff. Even Ryan smiles at that. Then, Dad puts his hand around my shoulder again. “I thought we could talk.”

      “Oh,” I say. “I have gym right now.”

      He looks down his nose at me. “I don’t think they’ll mind. Just for a few minutes.”

      I shrug. “Okay, I guess.”

      Ryan takes that as his cue to leave. He holds out his hand to shake my dad’s, not sparing me a glance as he walks away. “The rivalry still strong, huh?” Dad asks. He’s got a look on his face I can’t place.

      “You could say that,” I mutter.

      He pulls me just inside the gym where he walks off to talk to Miss Lyons, the girls’ gym teacher. When he comes back, he leads me into her office. He sits in Miss Lyons’ seat, and I sit across from him. It feels like I’m in trouble, asked into the teacher’s office for a punishment. “Quintessa,” Dad starts. He just loves using my full name. “I wish you told me about moving schools. What’s going on? Why Rockport?”

      If I had a dollar for every time someone asked me that, I’d be able to take Dawn for ice cream again. “I thought you’d be happy, Dad. Me, going to your alma mater.”

      I think what I said will make him smile, but it doesn’t. “Is it money? Does your mom not want to pay for the tuition?”

      I shake my head. “No, Dad, that’s not it.”

      “I’ll pay for your tuition, Pumpkin. You know I will, if that’s what it comes down to.”

      I lean forward. “It’s really not that.” I don’t want to get dragged into their arguments, but I also don’t want to tell him my plans just yet if I can help it.

      “Is it the donation to the school’s sports association? I had no idea they wouldn’t fund the girls’ basketball team.”

      “I know,” I tell him. My cheeks are burning, and my throat feels raw even though I haven’t told him anything yet. Maybe part of me is scared. I don’t know. My dad always said I could be just as good as any of the boys, but does he really mean that? He also didn’t realize I’d go to the lengths I am just to play basketball no matter how many times I told him I wanted to play professionally. There’s a disconnection there between what I’m saying and what he’s hearing—or understanding.

      “I’ll call Broadwell right now. They’ll take you back. I’ll pay up the tuition, and I’ll make the donation. Just say the word.”

      I shake my head silently. “It’s really not that.”

      He rubs his hand over his head. “Then I just don’t get it, Pumpkin. Why Rockport?”

      “It’s not like it’s bad, right?” I ask, chuckling a little. “You went here. I’ve made a friend already.” I won’t tell him about the enemies I’ve made. Let the Ballers’ actions come out to him when they trip up. I certainly don’t need my ‘Daddy’ to save me.

      “No, I love Rockport. You know that.” He steeples his hands in front of him. “It’s not because you’re trying to get my attention, is it? I know I haven’t seen you in a week. I’ll try to be better, I’ve just been busy getting Sign-Ups ready. Don’t screw up your future because you’re mad at me.”

      He looks so lost it hurts my heart. “Dad, I’m absolutely not mad at you. This really doesn’t have anything to do with you, or Mom. It has everything to do with me.” He gazes straight into me, and I can tell by the look there that he doesn’t believe me one bit. My palms start to sweat. I rub them together and then squeeze them between my knees as I look up at him again. I have to tell him. “Dad, I transferred here because I’m going to play ball for the Rockport Warriors.”

      Dad’s brows pull together. “There’s no girls’ team here.”

      I nod. “I’m going to play ball for the Rockport Warriors boys’ basketball team.” His eyes widen, and his mouth drops a little. “You know how important basketball is to me,” I tack on. “I’ve planned it all out. I was never going to get that good of a look playing for Broadwell, but Rockport’s one of the best in the state. I’ve looked it up, they can’t keep me from playing. Well, they can’t keep me from trying out at least. Then all I have to do is prove that I’m good enough to make the team.”

      I’ve stunned him into silence. He’s just staring at me, his eyes moving over my face. “Wow.” He takes a deep breath and shakes his head. “I don’t know what to say.”

      My gut twists at that. It wasn’t exactly the reaction I was hoping for. I swallow. “It’s what I want.” I’m too scared to ask him what he thought I actually meant all those times I told him I wanted to play professionally. Did he think I was joking? Does he think I’m not good enough? “I don’t want you to think me going here has anything to do with you or Mom because it doesn’t. I’m doing this for me.”

      He nods slowly. “I get that. I’m still shocked, but I get that. I take it you’re doing this at Sign-Ups tonight then?”

      “Please don’t tell anyone beforehand,” I beg. I honestly just don’t want the Ballers to have a chance to sabotage me. They would if they could.

      “It’s certainly going to make a splash,” he says, his eyebrows raising again. I wonder if the girl wrestler’s father reacted like this when she told him she wanted to try out for the wrestling team. If he did, I pity her.

      “Are you…happy?” I ask because I just can’t help it. I need to know where his head’s at.

      He swings his gaze toward me. “Of course I am, Pumpkin.” He runs his hands over his head again. “It’s just none of this is what your mother and I had planned for you. Everything’s changing, and it’s just hard to take in right now, you know?”

      I stand. “Well, I should head back out for class.” I had no intention of changing for gym actually. Sign-Ups is less than an hour away. There’s no way I’m going to get sweaty beforehand.

      He follows me to my feet, then comes over and kisses the top of my head. He hugs my shoulders to him. “I’m proud of you, Quintessa. You’ve always gone after exactly what you want.”

      I don’t look in his eyes when he says it. I just want to pretend that’s what he means instead of possibly seeing a lie on his face.
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      After gym, Dawn and I make a pit stop to the girls’ bathroom to freshen up our makeup. Then, we put our bags away and walk down to Timothy Dale Court. Dawn saw my dad when he stepped into the gym to talk with me, but when we get right next to him, she looks straight up, her head at an awkward angle, and says, “You’re tall.”

      I laugh, then push her shoulder. “Dad, this is my new friend, Dawn.”

      My dad pats her head. It’s what he usually does when people comment about how tall he is. “Nice to meet you, Dawn.”

      “You too, Sir.”

      I look over at her and find her shrugging while her eyes practically bug out of her head. “I have no idea,” she whispers. “All of a sudden I got starstruck and I have no idea who he is. I think it’s because he’s so damn tall.”

      “He is intimidating,” I whisper back to her. My dad has to tone down his temper or else he looks like a big, roaring giant.

      The court is decked out in blue and gold. Right now, the RHS marching band is setting up in one corner. There’s a DJ in the other corner tapping away at his laptop and holding a pair of bright red headphones to his ears. Between them, there’s a row of tables lined with snacks and drinks. Just to the other side of my father, there’s a small table decked out with a fine linen tablecloth. On that tablecloth is the sign-up sheet. In a half hour or so, my name will be on that list. My stomach is in knots just thinking about it. In the middle of the court, there’s a podium my dad will say a few words at to start the evening. After that, Coach Bradley will make a speech too. Other than that, the Ballers and the rest of the current basketball team will be around to sign autographs, talk to reporters, and welcome the new recruits to tryout.

      I told you it’s crazy.

      The Ballers come in next. Each one of them shuffles by and shakes hands with my father. Dawn has gone over to sit on the bottom row of the stands, but I’m right next to my dad like I usually am. With me so close, they have no choice but to acknowledge me. Each and every one of them gives me a short nod. Sloan even gives me a halfway decent smile. Lake, though, gives me a wide grin, asking me how I’m doing. He makes a point to look at my cheek. I really want to knee him in the junk at that moment, but instead, I just smile and turn to my dad. “Did Lake tell you how well he’s behaving this year?” Lake’s face goes ashen. He’s known for being a troublemaker. He’s even been suspended for a couple games in the past, so this won’t seem out-of-the-blue to bring up to my dad. But I’m also hoping it gets the point across to Lake that I’m not backing down.

      “That’s excellent, O’Brien. Good to hear it.” He claps him on the back and ushers him on.

      Lake looks back at me, and I just smile and wink. I’ll probably pay for that later, but it’s not as if I have a dick still drawn on my cheek right now. Being next to my dad is also making me bolder. They won’t touch me here. They can’t. It would mean an end to them and maybe that makes me want to push it. To see if they will actually bite, to try to destroy me in front of my dad, too.

      Dad shakes hands with Coach next, and they start talking shop as usual. Before too long, though, the marching band starts up with the fight song. The gaggle of butterflies that have suddenly come out of their cocoon are flying in my stomach. I already see two freshman I’m sure will sign up. I forgot to even ask Dad how many hopefuls there were. No one else is staring at the sign-up sheet like me and those two though.

      After the fight song, my dad wraps my arm through his hand. I fumble at first to step forward with him. I’m not used to being the one he escorts to the podium. It’s usually my mom. But, once I’m striding next to him, I try not to let my awkwardness show. He gives my arm a squeeze before he puts both hands on the podium and smiles up at the press and students who’ve gathered. “Hellooooo, Rockport High!” This gets the cheers going. It always does.

      I look back toward the Ballers and find them all smiling and clapping. They actually look genuinely happy, maybe even excited. It makes me stare at them, wishing they would keep those faces instead of the angry ones they like to give me.

      “My daughter and I would like to welcome you once again to Timothy Dale Court.” Dad waits for another round of applause. I clap next to him, smiling up at the larger-than-life figure in the shape of my dad. I’ve always admired my father. Who wouldn’t? What he’s been able to accomplish is mind-blowing. He grew up here, right in Rockport. He pushed hard, he practiced hard. He got into college on a basketball scholarship. From there, he was drafted into the NBA where he kept pushing, kept working hard. When people ask my dad what the key to his success was, hands-down, he always says hard work.

      He gives a condensed version of his background to the entire crowd before telling everyone he can’t wait for basketball season. He looks down at me and winks. My heart flip flops in my chest, and my knees practically knock together. His last words are, “I think we’re about to have our best season yet.”

      He leans over and kisses me on the top of the head. I place my arm through his again and then walk back to where we were standing. I wave at Dawn as we pass. Her cheeks are flushed, but she waves back excitedly.

      Coach Bradley heads to the podium next. He talks about the team’s past accolades, then also reaffirms what my father just said about the excitement for the upcoming season. It’s all very normal. I could predict what happens from year-to-year, but the Ballers have no idea what’s up my sleeve.

      The lights go down next. I think I even hear Dawn shriek a little, drawing a few laughs from the crowd. Lasers beam out of the rafters as the court speakers play last year’s theme song. Every year, the team picks a different song to be introduced to. Once the team is complete, they’ll all vote.

      I’ve always loved coming to RHS games because of this atmosphere. It’s like going to an NBA game with just as much flare and excitement. The talent is top notch, too. The song fades after a second and then the DJ starts announcing all the players. They start with the third and second string first. When the DJ says, “And for your Rockport High Rock Ballers!”, the crowd—students, media, and the public alike—go nuts. The stadium fills with the stomping of feet, and then the clapping starts, too. For a moment, the music goes into a crescendo. I look past Dad toward the Ballers. All five of them are circled around one another, one hand toward the middle. It’s stupid, but I get choked up watching it. I will never, ever admit it, but it’s the game. It’s the competition. This is how I know I’m meant to play professional basketball. Men’s team, women’s’ team, I don’t care. I just want to play.

      “Your power forward! Alec Christopoulos!” Alec steps back from the circle and runs toward center court. He slaps hands with the rest of the team and then looks up at the crowd, looking sexy as fuck in his suit. This really is hotness overload and there’s only one Baller out on the court right now.

      “Center! Hayes “Ice Man” Irving!” Hayes’ dirty blond hair flops back as he runs toward center court, fist bumping Alec when he gets there then throwing his hands into the air as he faces his adoring fans in the seats. The only emotion I ever see on Hayes is when he’s in a game.

      “Shooting Guard, Lake O’Brien!”

      Trip, trip, trip, I pray. He doesn’t. Of course, I couldn’t be that lucky. I don’t think any of the Ballers have done anything that embarrassing ever.

      As they announce each name, I bounce a little on my toes. The electricity in the room is rampant. My heart feels like it’s going to explode out of my chest.

      “Your small forward! Sloan Ivy!” The DJ draws out Sloan’s last name. The crowd eats it right up. In fact, during games, the crowd will just yell his name over and over again, I-vyyyyyyyy. He doesn’t just play well, he’s an amazing showman.

      “And for point guard, Mr. Ryan Linc!” I hold my breath. It sounds like a tornado is making its way through Timothy Dale Court. As Ryan runs out, there’s a definite roar as he slaps his teammates’ hands.

      Seeing all five of them up there like that, I’m in awe. It’s hard not to be. However cruel they might be, they truly are gifted basketball players. Nothing can take that away from them. I forget about that fact when we’re in school, but right now, they’re in their element. This is why everyone looks up to them. This is why they can get away with anything and people love them for it.

      When the cheers die down, the lights come back on and the music stops. The roar in the room fizzles like we’ve all been doused with ice water. I peek over at Dawn whose jaw is about on the seat next to her. She slowly turns toward me and mouths, What the actual fuck?

      I can’t help but laugh. Dad walks over to the DJ booth then, making his normal announcement that the sign-up sheet is ready and waiting. The press, though interested in the new recruits, have descended upon the Ballers. Most of the other teammates slink off to the snack table as do the students. When I was just here as Timothy Dale’s daughter, I used to watch the table like a hawk. I wanted to see what it looked like when a prospect first signed his name. Was he nervous? Was he excited? Was he cocky? You have to have a certain amount of confidence to even do this.

      When I look over at the sign-up sheet now, no one is near it. My stomach drops. I don’t want to be the first name on the list. I know some people aren’t going to take this very well at all. I’d hate to ruin the other prospects’ Sign-Up Day just because I decided I want to have my chance this year.

      Coach Bradley makes his way toward the sign-up sheet. He stands off to the side, looking out over the court. A freshman I’ve seen in the halls walks up. Coach shakes his hand, and then I see him bend over to write his name. The name is passed over to the DJ who announces it. There’s a smattering of applause. Only time will tell if this kid is worth getting excited over. Maybe one day he might even be a Baller, but he’ll have to prove himself. Even Ryan and Sloan had the same reception when they first signed the sheet. I remember that day well. I’d been extra anxious because I knew them from camp. To everyone else at RHS, they were nobodies. Now look at them.

      After another minute, another kid walks over to sign the sheet. He’s pretty tall. Not Hayes tall, but still, he’s pretty tall for a freshman, so I imagine he play Center. Or at least wants to play Center. Not that he has a chance at taking Hayes spot. His best chance is second string. He’ll never start this year. His only shot is when Hayes graduates.

      My dad meets my eyes. He’s still standing next to the DJ. He gives me a slight nod. This is it. He’s telling me those are the only recruits there’s going to be. No one just signs the sheet for fun. Even a prankster wouldn’t dare try that. They know how seriously basketball is taken around here. They’d get laughed off the court.

      For some last minute courage, I look toward Dawn. She’s ogling Alec, so she’s absolutely no help. My heart thunders. I take a step forward, and it’s as if all the sounds mold together until there’s just a whooshing in my ears. I’m focused on the table. I’m focused on Coach. I’m focused on not falling on my ass in front of everyone. When I get to the table, I raise a shaking hand to Coach Bradley. He smiles at me good-naturedly and shakes it. “Nice to see you, Quintessa.”

      My mouth is dry. I feel like I’m going to throw up. I anticipated being nervous, but I always just kind of looked past this moment to tryouts and then games. I didn’t anticipate wanting to hurl before I even signed my damn name on the simple white sheet. I swallow. “Coach Bradley, I’m signing the sheet.”

      Someone laughs loudly next to Coach. He gives an annoyed glance behind him and then leans in closer to me. “What’s that, dear?”

      Boom, boom. Boom, boom. “I’m signing up,” I say again.

      The whole world falls away. Coach Bradley pulls away in surprise. “For here?” he asks, actually pointing at the court.

      I nod. “I want to play ball for the Warriors, Coach.”

      “But we…”

      My dad steps up. He’s all smiles.

      Coach turns toward him. “Tim, what’s going on?”

      “My little girl wants to follow in my footsteps,” Dad tells him. “That’s what’s going on.” He turns his full attention toward Coach, his face a mask of hardened lines. Instead of challenging Coach that his daughter has a right to play the same as everyone else, he says, “She won’t be treated any differently. If she can’t hack it, she can’t hack it.”

      “I wouldn’t want to be treated differently,” I tell them both, my voice as hard as my dad’s face.

      Coach just shakes his head. “But, she’s a girl.” He whispers “girl” like neither one of us have noticed that for the last seventeen years.

      I almost laugh at the complete and utter shock on his face. I pull out the piece of paper I printed that morning. “There’s nowhere in the bylaws that say I can’t sign up and tryout or even play. Two years ago, Maggie—”

      Coach waves me away. “Yeah, yeah. Maggie White wrestled. We know.” The indignation on his face makes my blood boil. I don’t want to be the face of feminism, but for fuck’s sake, if a girl is just as good as a guy, there’s no reason why there should be any distinction. Just because I have breasts doesn’t mean I need special treatment.

      He looks up to my dad again, and my dad just raises his eyebrows. I take that time to lean over and sign the sheet, my hand still shaking. My dad smiles and grabs me to him, giving me the biggest and longest hug I’ve had from him in a long time. He walks over to the DJ with a skip in his step. The DJ announces, “Another sign-up, Quintessa Dale!”

      The room falls silent. I haven’t even put the pen down yet, so I do so now and turn to face the rest of the court. The Ballers are all staring at me, ignoring their interviewer. Most look shocked. It’s Ryan and Lake, though, who look like they want to call bullshit. Actually, they look like they want to do more than call bullshit, but they won’t here. Not yet. I’m fully expecting retaliation, but it won’t be right here.

      I don’t even care that not one person is clapping, my dad is smiling at me, and that’s all that matters. Plus, I’m one step closer to playing ball again.

      However, I’d be lying if I said a little part of me isn’t screaming in excitement inside for getting this bit of revenge on the Ballers. Okay, a lot. A lot of me is screaming inside.
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      “Holy fuck, did you see their faces?” Dawn runs toward me and then launches herself at me. I have just enough time to open my arms wide as she embraces me for a split second. She steps back just as fast. “I don’t know whether to be proud of you or institutionalize you for having a death wish. If they didn’t hate you already…” She trails off.

      I try not to let her words bother me. They do hate me. I just have no idea why. Am I really that much of a threat to their masculinity? Can’t they just play ball like me? The best one wins, and that’s it. Sure, I get competitive. I want to be the best. But that also means I want to play the best, no matter gender or looks or any other personal preference.

      Aside from that, I also just want them to like me. I’ve tried so hard and never gotten anywhere. Dawn is right that this is just another nail in my coffin when it comes to them, but I love basketball too much to care about that. I’ll even piss off the Ballers just to play the game.

      I look around the court. The Ballers are huddled together. The other two recruits, Matt Dempsey and Shawn Loggins, are standing next to one another, their arms crossed over their chests. The snack table is pretty much wiped out. The media is still here. They won’t talk to the recruits today. There’s plenty of time for that leading up to official tryouts. There’ll be a feature of Matt, Shawn, and I each week. My dad would devour the articles, and then I’d ask him what he thought of their chances. My dad has a way of picking people out. I swear he can just look at them and tell whether they’re going to be a star or not. His predictions are uncanny. I don’t think he’s been wrong yet.

      “You want to get out of here?” I ask Dawn. Sign-Ups Day is winding down, and I’ve already done what I came here to do.

      She nods. When I look around to find my dad, I don’t see him anywhere. I guess I can’t tell him I’m leaving because he already has.

      Dawn turns to head back toward the glass doors that lead into the school, but I place my hand on her shoulder to stop her. “This way is quicker.”

      We go out the main doors of the court. Out this way, I can see my car parked on the street a little ways down. As soon as we step outside, Dawn says, “I know you warned me, but I didn’t expect it to be that intense. People are serious about basketball around here.”

      “Deathly,” I say. “We’ve even had some players go straight pro.”

      Even Dawn knows what that means. Her jaw drops. “You’re kidding?”

      I shake my head.

      “I’m going to have to brush up on basketball, especially if my best friend is going to play for the team!” She lets out a squeal that makes me laugh. “How good are you, anyway?”

      I’m about to answer when I hear footsteps behind us. Multiple footsteps. Dawn notices it, too. She turns, and I see her face color. “Baller alert,” she says under her breath.

      I close my eyes and swallow. I expected they would have something to say. Stopping, I turn to face them. Dawn does the same.

      All five of their faces are a mask of anger. Four of them stop just a foot away from us, but Ryan charges on. “Are you trying to make RHS basketball a shitshow? Some freak sideshow people laugh at?”

      I stand my ground, poising my shoulders back. “I just want to play ball.”

      His chest is heaving. He’s lost his suit jacket somewhere, so it’s just his button-up shirt that’s strained over his wide chest now. He laughs. “You actually think you can make the team?”

      Lake steps forward now, too. Ryan doesn’t back down though, so Lake is trying to squeeze in without Ryan giving him any room. “I don’t mind the challenge. She’ll never win.”

      As if Ryan didn’t even hear the interruption, he says, “Don’t you get it? We don’t want you. I never wanted you. This attempt is fucking pathetic.”

      I pull myself up. I wish I was taller, but I’m tall enough to get the point across. “It isn’t about you, Linc. It’s not about any of you.”

      “Come on,” Dawn says. I feel a slight tug on my arm.

      Out of the corner of my eye, Alec steps close to her. “Dawn, right?” She looks at him, but instead of her pooling into jelly because he talked to her, she just raises an eyebrow. It doesn’t deter him one bit though. “A pretty girl like you shouldn’t be hanging out with whores like her.”

      My face burns. The past comes back to slap me. Images of Ryan and I kissing. So sweet and gentle, then the cruel, cruel reality.

      “Whore?” Dawn says, her voice high and tight and laced in surprise. “I’m pretty sure we know who the whores are around here. I’ve seen almost every girl fall all over you guys since the beginning of the year.”

      Alec’s lips turn into a cocky grin. “That just means I have experience. I’ll show you some time. You just have to drop her.”

      I swallow, not daring to look at Dawn. This is her opportunity for Alec. Why do they want to take everything from me? They’ve already told the entire school to treat me as enemy number one, now they want to take my only friend away from me. Their aim must be for me to be alone. Humiliated and alone.

      “Just that?” Dawn asks. She steps into Alec’s personal space, and I see his eyes light up.

      He runs a hand down her arm and then grabs her hips, pulling them into his own. “Just that. I think I’d like to see your face as you scream—”

      “No thanks,” Dawn says. She forcibly removes his hand and steps back. She reaches for me, and I grab her hand. I need her hand to keep me grounded. The look on Ryan and Sloan’s face is almost hurt. Sure, they’re both angry, but there’s so much more there I can’t decipher.

      “Dyke,” Alex snaps.

      A hand reaches out to snatch my own. “I warned you, Tessa. If you think what we’ve already done is bad, you haven’t seen anything yet.” Ryan’s cool words make me shiver.

      “It must be real hard to ask Daddy for a spot on the team,” Sloan calls out after us. “Coach won’t let that happen. Your dad doesn’t have that much influence.”

      I want to turn and tell him to fuck off so badly. Dawn, though, squeezes my hand. I know it’s not worth it. The only thing that will be worth it is when I make the team and get to shove it in all their faces. I am good. I’m as good as them.

      “Watch yourself,” Lake says.

      That has me walking faster to the car. The last thing I need is another piece of the male anatomy drawn on my face—or worse.

      The drive to my house doesn’t take long. Neither Dawn nor I talk much other than me thanking her for sticking up for me. She tells me I should be thanking her because she just lost her one and only chance with Alec because of me. In the same breath, though, she says there’s such a thing as being too cocky. Whatever her reasons, I half-expected her to jump on his out. Everyone else at the school hates me because they say so, why not her?

      I pull up the circular drive and see my father’s car in the place mine is normally parked. No wonder why he didn’t say bye to me, he’s probably trying to surprise me. I push the car door open with a smile only to be met with a string of curses yelled by my mother. I freeze. My dad answers and then something breakable shatters. Dawn whips her head toward me. I just slowly get back into the car and shut the door. Dawn’s door is still open though, so I can hear the remnants of their argument, my name being thrown out like a curse. Each scream of it makes me wince. Dawn clamors inside again and shuts her door, thankfully blocking all the noise out.

      She looks over at me, but I can still hear my name ringing in my ears. My dad’s mad about what I did. My throat burns. The area behind my eyes ache, but I won’t give into the temptation to cry.

      “Ice cream?” Dawn asks. “My treat.”

      I nod and start the car again. “No baseball game this time.”

      “You got it.” She says it so quickly I wonder if her infatuation with Alec is over, or if she just feels so bad for me there’s no way she would subject me to do anything that might push me over the edge today.

      I hope both is true. Alec doesn’t deserve her. At the same time, I know I’m being somewhat hypocritical. None of the Ballers deserve me, but that doesn’t mean I stop thinking about being part of their inner circle. For some reason, I’ve always felt like I was meant to be there. I’ve just now found the strength enough to pursue it, even if I have to force it down their throats.
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      As has become our routine, I pick Dawn up on the way to school and then park a block away. The air is getting cooler. This shit about parking further away just because I’m not allowed in the student parking lot is going to get old really quick. My calves ache as we make the trek. I practiced layups this morning right before breakfast. I know the shit that’s coming, and I want to be as prepared as possible. No one is going to make tryouts easy on me. Not that I would expect them to, but I have a sinking suspicion they’re going to be extra hard this year. I need to be in topnotch shape, which is why I told Dawn no more ice cream until I make the team. You would have thought I told her her kitten died.

      When I walk through the school this morning, there seems to be a new dynamic. People are looking at me like I’ve piqued their interest. In the middle of the main hall, there’s a banner with all three potentials names on it. A surge of pride makes all the aching in my calves disappear. Some guys even say hey as we pass in the hall. It makes my skin warm, and I can only hope the era of me being looked at like I’m shit is gone. I usually save anxiety for game day, but RHS with these assholes is riddled with it.

      “Homecoming is tonight,” Dawn says as we turn the corner toward my locker. I know somewhere deep inside, she was truly hoping Alec would ask her. Now that she’s chosen sides, there’s no chance in hell of that happening.

      “So I see,” I tell her, looking at all the signs that suddenly went up overnight. Before, there was nothing but sign-ups signs, but now that that’s over with, we can talk about the dance tonight and the football game tomorrow. It seems so odd that most other schools are obsessed with football. At RHS, football is basketball’s ugly stepsister. The team isn’t even that bad here. I mean, they’re not good, but they’re not terrible either.

      “I’m going to ask someone today,” she says.

      I swing my gaze toward her for a second. “Yeah?” My stomach turns when I think she means Alec. That’s who she’s talked about since I’ve known her. “Who?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. I just don’t want to go alone, you know?” When I don’t say anything, her eyes widen. “You do plan on going, don’t you?”

      I honestly hadn’t thought about it. I’ve only had a one-track mind since I got here. Basketball, basketball, basketball…Rock Ballers.

      “I’ll make the answer easy for you,” she says, raising her eyebrows in a challenge. “Your answer is yes.”

      She looks like she means business, so I nod. Of course I’ll do this for her. She’s practically my only friend. Tiff still hasn’t written me back, and not that I expected to hear anything from Andrew, I kind of thought I would.

      As we get to my locker, I have to double-check the number. There’s a note taped to the outside. I pick it up and read over what’s written on the inside. It’s addressed to Tessa or else I would’ve sworn someone left it on the wrong locker. It reads, Saw you yesterday. I’m impressed. Meet me by the corner stairwell after lunch?

      It’s definitely written in a male’s chicken scratch handwriting. When I look over at Dawn, she’s biting her lower lip with wide eyes. It looks as if she’s about to burst with excitement. I have to admit, I feel a bit of relief that maybe things are starting to die down here. A guy wants to meet me by the stairwell? I can’t help but beat back the butterflies as they make themselves known again.

      “It was the skirt,” Dawn says, referencing the outfit I wore yesterday for sign-ups. “Not to mention that you looked sexy as fuck when you signed that sheet yesterday. He was probably there. Guys say they don’t like overly confident girls, but they do.”

      She’s forgetting one key point. “If he was there, he saw the Ballers eyeing me like they wanted to pound me into the earth. This guy wouldn’t dare ask me out. You know they run the school, and they’ve already told everyone to stay away from me.”

      “Maybe people are getting sick of their shit.” She just shrugs when I eye her. “What?” she challenges me again. “They can’t seriously think they’ll run the school forever. I’m telling you. Something changed yesterday when you signed that sheet. Everyone knew they wouldn’t want you to and you just did it anyway.”

      “I’m not scared of them,” I tell her, and I’m no. Really. “They can’t possibly do any worse to me than they already have.”

      She takes the note from my hands and reads it again. “Exactly. Maybe the guy saw you and feels the same way.”

      I narrow my gaze at her. “You don’t strike me as the ‘believe in fairy tales’ type.” Maybe a Cinderella in biker clothes, but…

      “Are you kidding me? We moved here so we could get the house with the white picket fence. If that doesn’t say fairy tale, what does?” She stops for a minute. “Oh, right. I forgot who I was speaking to. Miss I have a pool and a full basketball court.”

      I relive yesterday when we both heard my parents fighting. I knew how bad Dawn wanted to see my house, which was why I wanted to take her. At this point, who knew when she’d be able to come over. By the time I got back home though, there was no evidence of anything happening. Not even my father. Or my mother for that matter. She’d went to bed early, not bothering to ask me about Sign-Ups, though I suppose she got the gist of that from my father.

      “Sorry,” Dawn says. She looks at the ground and hikes her backpack higher on her shoulder.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I tell her. Then, I shove the note in my locker and grab my things for the day.

      Homeroom and the first few periods are filled with my flaming red cheeks. Guys are outright staring at me. I’ve tripped four times already because I feel like I’m in the spotlight for some reason. And because I don’t have a jersey on, it feels out of place. Wrong even. I’ve always tried to keep a low profile because of who I am. I’ve never wanted things handed to me. I’ve never wanted any special attention. Hell, I’ve gone so far as to leave my last name off things just because I didn’t want better treatment than others. I even asked my parents if I could change my last name after camp once when the snide remarks got really bad.

      I take slow and careful steps to the lunch table that has now become mine and Dawn’s regular spot. The Ballers are already at their table, and I don’t want to trip and humiliate myself. When I glance that way, I notice Matt and Shawn, the two other sign-ups, are sitting at the table next to theirs surrounded by second and third stringers along with some football players, too. They might as well have a billboard over them saying Jock Section. For a split second, I wonder if I should go sit with them, but then I come back to my senses. Matt and Shawn must have gotten an invitation and since I haven’t, I shouldn’t press my luck. Not that I’d want to leave Dawn anyway.

      I sit in my normal seat. As soon as I open my mouth to say something to Dawn, a girl with a high ponytail sits down next to me. She doesn’t have a tray in her hands, and she’s angling toward me like she doesn’t plan on staying forever. Her blue eyes practically dance when I meet her gaze with my own. She’s slender and tall. Very pretty with that toned look that only comes from going to the gym. Some girls think looking muscular is ugly, but I don’t. It shows hard work and wanting something more than the stereotypical. With a quick flick of her gaze behind me, she leans in close. “I just wanted to say that you fucking rock. I hope you kill it at tryouts.” She leans away, a smile on her lips. “It would be nice to see guys squirm around here.”

      She leaves after that. My mouth drops open, but I quickly force a thin, straight face. When I look over at Dawn, she’s smiling, too. I don’t doubt she heard everything. “Who the hell was that?” I ask, twisting in my seat to find the girl. I see her heading over to a table with a bunch of girls with the same look. When she sits down, she winks at me.

      “Christie Fisher. She’s in my Psych class. Field hockey captain, I think. At least, that’s what I’ve gathered.”

      It’s a good thing Dawn pays more attention than she pretends to. For a new girl, she’s got everyone pegged. Maybe that’s the result of the school she came from. Maybe she had to know who everyone was and what they were involved in.

      Dawn leans forward. “I told you people would be sick of their shit.”

      I don’t know if that’s it or not, but it’s clear someone else doesn’t like all the misogyny happening. Maybe I should start a girl power club where we sit around and listen to Spice Girls all the time.

      My internal humor is short-lived. Dawn doesn’t care about any of that. She hurries me through lunch, telling me I have to meet my ‘secret admirer’. I blush at the label. Clearly, she believes in all that stuff more than I do. In my experience, guys play with you. It’s like a sport. Or, they carry you around like a trophy. That doesn’t stop my body from responding to her words though. It would be nice to have someone here who looked at me like they actually cared for me instead of the social outcast the Ballers want me to be.

      Before I know it, I’m walking down the hall with very little prodding from Dawn. I want to see for myself what’s going on. My heart is thumping in my chest. It’s so loud I can feel it beat in my ears. When I get to the stairwell, there’s no one there yet. I’m a little early, but it’s probably not even that. Maybe the guy won’t even show up. I go to the window and rise to my tiptoes to see through the glass. There’s a great view of the sports fields outside. The football field will be rocking tomorrow. Homecoming is the only time anyone gives a shit about that sport in this town. My dad goes to the game because they celebrate all alumni there. He likes to preen, but he actually really cares about this school. He cares about the students that go to this school and others, which is why he started the basketball camp.

      A presence looms behind me. I try to turn, but a body presses against me from behind, two hands enclosing me to dig into the windowsill. “Tessa Dale,” the figure hisses.

      I know that voice. I know this body. At the same time I freeze, my body heats in response. I’ve always been a sucker when it comes to him.

      “You’re so desperate for attention,” he hisses. His hot breath caresses my ear, and I suck in a breath in response, clamping my jaw shut tight so I don’t moan. We’ve played this game before, and I lost every single time.

      “N-no,” I say. Even as I say it, I know I don’t sound convincing. It’s like Ryan Linc has a sixth sense when it comes to me. He knew if he left that note on my locker, I’d come. Maybe I am starved for attention. Who could blame me? My home life is fucked. My ex liked to drag me around to parties more than he liked to show me that he actually cared.

      “It’s just so easy to tempt you.” He drops his hand from the ledge and splays it against my thigh. He brings his hand up, raising my skirt with it until his finger passes so close to my slit I nearly cry out. He keeps moving upwards until his hands are spread out over my stomach. “I didn’t mean what I said in the letter,” he says mockingly. “I’m not impressed.”

      “Because you’re scared,” I say, trying to find my voice. “You don’t want me to beat you.”

      His fingers dig into my skin. If my shirt wasn’t in the way, I’d probably have the shape of his nail indented there. “Wrong again. You’re always wrong.” His hand dips lower. I close my eyes. I know he’s just teasing me. I know this is wrong, but I can’t seem to tell him to leave me alone either. I like what he’s doing to me. Heat pools through my center, and I squirm. He holds me steady, pressing against me. I gasp when his I feel his hard length press into my lower back.

      I can’t hold it back any longer. I groan hard. “Oh fuck.”

      He freezes. For a second, his breath comes out in a harsh curse. Then, he chuckles darkly. He leans over me, forcing my front against the wall as he presses into me. The cold, colored brick wall is a stark contrast to my flushed skin. “Enjoy tonight, Tessa, because things are about to get so much worse for you.”

      His fingers have stopped exploring. There’s a ringing in my head, and even though I know he’s said something, I can’t stop picturing his hand sneaking further down. Lifting my ass in the air, I rub into the crotch of his jeans. I’m having deja vu. The past is repeating itself when it comes to Ryan Linc and me. I swear he likes torturing me. Really likes torturing me. Maybe in a sadistic way, but it’s terrible that I crave it too. It’s as if whatever scraps the Ballers try to give me, I eat up.

      His finger drops an inch lower, dancing around my clit. Another moan I can’t stop escapes me. He teases around the outside, but never presses on my nub. He’s playing me. I know he is, but I’m letting him. Shame will hit me later, but for right now, Ryan Linc is touching me. I’ve dreamed about this. I’ve dreamed about four out of the five Ballers. Lake is a dick, an irredeemable one at that. But the other four? I’ve thought about them in so many different scenarios.

      His pointer finger lifts from my skirt. I force my hips forward, searching for his relief in the dark. I’m almost panting with pent-up need. Then, the bell rings overhead, reality crashing down on me. I’m in a school hallway with Ryan Linc who’s made it his mission to make sure everyone here hates me.

      He pulls his body away from mine. I turn at the sudden loss of him only to catch his last glimpse of me as he readjusts himself. “For the record, Tessa, no one wants you. Trust me, I know. I could’ve bent you over just now, but…” He shrugs and fakes a tremor going through him. “…just no.”

      Ryan Linc leaves me in the stairwell, the mark of his fingers still fanning the fire he built inside me. I don’t understand the reasoning behind how easily I get caught up in him—in all of them. I honestly wish I hated them. It would make it so much easier to deal with all of this.

      For the rest of the day, every guy I come into contact with asks me to the homecoming dance. The first one got me. I tried to stammer out a response, but before I could, he burst out laughing, doubling over at the waist, letting me know what he truly thought of me. After that, they all just laughed as soon as the question lingered in the air. They’ve stopped bothering to pretend anymore.
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      Dawn went and got herself a date to the homecoming dance, so she texted me to meet her there. Apparently, her getting a date didn’t mean I could get out of this. Ryan and the rest of the Ballers will be there. Girls will be draped over them like it’s the only thing they want to do with their lives. And I’ll just watch from afar.

      When I get to the school, no one is guarding the school parking lot, so at last, I get to park there. When I stand from the car, I pull the back of my dress down, making sure it covers my ass. It’s the dress I wore to an event with Dad. There’s plenty of dresses in my closet just like it. I have an event wardrobe and a normal, everyday wardrobe. I used to have my academy uniforms, too, but they’re all gone now. Anyone else might feel like they were trading down. Not me. I knew I was making the right decision even if the Ballers were going to taunt me along the way.

      Once inside, I head toward the gym and find Dawn leaning against the retracted bleachers, a guy standing over her. He has his hand by her head, and she’s just staring up at him, a happy smile plastered over her face. When I get close enough to say something to her, I almost turn around. She looks so happy, and with my reputation, I don’t want to ruin it for her. I’m off-limits, and I don’t need to be spreading that to Dawn, too. By the time I’ve decided to turn, though, Dawn sees me. She waves and slips under her guy’s arm. “Tessa!”

      She runs over and grabs my hand, her nails digging into my palm. She leans over and whispers. “Holy shit. Look who I’m here with.”

      When I glance up, I notice the guy is handsome. He’s big with wide shoulders. He has an unusually large smile that immediately puts me at ease. I hold my hand out. “I’m—”

      “Tessa Dale,” he says. “How could I not know?”

      He shakes my hand, and then I immediately move it behind my back. It was a decent question on his side, but now I’m just shifting from foot to foot. Awkward moments are my friend. They happen a lot to me.

      “This is David Russell,” Tessa explains. “We’re in English together. He’s on the football team. Wide Receptor.”

      I bite down on my lip to keep from laughing. David just tucks a few strands of hair behind her ear and says, “Wide receiver. I don’t know whether I should take offense that you know nothing about football, or think it’s endearing.”

      “Endearing,” I say without skipping a beat. Unlike me, Dawn’s TV was probably never stuck on sports stations. I often wondered if we even had access to other channels. “It just means you get to teach her all about it,” I tell him, trying to shake off my nerves. David doesn’t seem to give a shit who I am, but that doesn’t mean he won’t run if—who am I kidding, when—shit hits the fan.

      “I might even listen,” Dawn says. David swoops in to give her a hug. Over his shoulder, Dawn slowly shakes her head at me. Not a fucking chance, she mouths. It’s clear David is just a hot body to her. Well, at least for now. Kind of like how Alec was.

      “There you are, Tessa!” I turn to see Christie Fisher, the girls’ field hockey captain coming bouncing up to me. A guy with her same strawberry blond hair is right behind her. When he smiles, his teeth practically sparkle in the strobe lights bouncing off the walls.

      “Um, hey,” I say. I look back to Dawn who just shrugs. Christie acts like we’re best friends, but I’ve literally only spoken to her once, and that was earlier today. The day I had comes crashing back to me, making me want to hide. Here we all are. Behind Christie and the guy who stopped right beside her are all the smug little assholes who thought it would be funny to ask me out today when they didn’t really mean it. I know it was all Ryan’s idea. His little play after meeting me in the stairwell. He just wants me to see that no one likes me. No one would even think it.

      “This is my brother,” Christie says. She points at him, her lips sparkling with lip gloss.

      Her brother holds his hand out. “Chase,” he says.

      I shake his hand. His envelops mine. We shake for too long, so before it gets awkward, I just pull it away.

      “He’s in college,” she says. “Freshman. I let him be my date for tonight.”

      Chase rolls his eyes. “That’s because you don’t want Mom to know who you really want to be your date for tonight.”

      She flares her eyes at him until I’m giggling at their exchange. I often wanted a sibling, but since my mother had such a hard time having me, I knew it would never happen. Without answering him, she strolls up to me and puts her hand on my shoulder. She leans over and whispers, “I also brought him because I thought you could use someone to be around tonight. I heard what happened…about guys asking you to the dance as a joke? It’s so cruel,” she says with pure sadness in her exchange. “My brother’s a good guy. I promise. He wouldn’t hurt a thing.”

      A pity date? I want to crawl inside a hole and never come back out again. I’m almost horrified except when Christie steps back, Chase is actually checking me out.

      “You two get to know each other,” Christie coos. Then, she spots someone else and runs off.

      This doesn’t seem to shock Chase. I wonder if he knows the real reason why he’s here. To entertain me, the social pariah at RHS. Chase doesn’t even look after his sister, he just steps forward. “I have to get this off my chest. Full disclosure. Huge fan of your dad’s. Used to watch him on TV when I was a kid, then realized I have exactly zero talent for basketball. You can ask my youth coaches. I was so terrible. I’m pretty sure they still have a picture up of me in their offices with a huge red ‘x’ over my face. I was truly that bad.”

      I’m used to people telling me they’re a fan of my father’s, but they usually just go on and on about him. Chase doesn’t do that. “You couldn’t be that bad,” I say, starting to smile now. The feel of the pity date is wearing off. Dawn and David walk toward the snack tables. She gives me a thumbs up, but I turn my attention back toward Chase.

      “Oh yes, I was. Believe me. It’s okay, I’m not a total sports reject. I found my niche in lacrosse.”

      “Yeah?”

      His eyes flash. Before he even says his next words, I know that he truly loves the sport. “I play in college.”

      I bite my lip. Chase is doing exactly what I want to be doing. “That’s awesome,” I tell him.

      He shrugs like it’s no big deal, but I can tell he wears his status like a badge of honor. “Enough about me. You.” He shakes his head incredulously. “Christie tells me you signed your name on Sign-Up Day...”

      I laugh, embarrassment creeping up my cheeks. “I did,” I tell him. I don’t know why, but I search behind Chase for the Ballers. They’re in the middle of the dance floor, girls grinding up on them while they take liberties with their bodies. I look away, my stomach flipping.

      “Your dad must be so proud,” Chase says.

      I scrutinize him, but as far as I can tell, there’s nothing but a genuine look in his eyes. Looking down at the floor, I let his last comment slink away. I haven’t known him long enough to let all my secrets spill, especially the part where I’m not sure my dad even cares that I signed up to be a Warrior.

      “I’d love to play with you sometime.” He winks. “You know, just so you can make me feel completely inept.”

      I laugh at that. “Well, then it would only be fair that we play lacrosse, too. I’m not sure I know how to handle a ball that’s only this big.” I make a small circle with my hands for show.

      Chase and I talk for a while longer. He leans against the bleachers, and I lean right next to him. Dawn and David drop us off cups of punch and then head out to the dance floor. I see Christie dancing close with a guy. He has dark hair, dark features. He almost seems like the exact opposite of her.

      Chase shakes his head and looks away. “I swear my sister loves barking up the wrong tree.” His brows furrow. “Why do girls always like the bad boys again? She’s tried explaining it to me before, but I’m flummoxed.”

      The fuck if I know. But when I look at Chase, I realize he actually wants an answer. “Um, is ‘I don’t know’ an acceptable answer?”

      He looks down and laughs. “I guess. I was really hoping you’d be able to answer for all womankind, but thanks for dropping the ball.”

      Talking to Chase is nice. The nerves I had about coming here tonight start to ease until I’m relaxed and comfortable with him. He’s older, and I feel like he’s so far removed from all the Baller bullshit that he couldn’t care less, even when the Ballers notice I’m there. Heat creeps up the back of my neck. I don’t want to be on their radar. Not tonight, and definitely not now. This is one of the only nights I’ve felt practically normal since enrolling in Rockport High. Or maybe even since Mom and Dad started fighting.

      “Do you want to do dance?”

      My ears perk up. The DJ has just started a slow song. For some reason, this seems like a better alternative than dancing to an upbeat song where I have to worry if I look like an idiot. I nod, and he takes my hand, leading me to the floor. We stop on the very edge, which I’m thankful for. The Ballers have pretty much declared the inner circle of the dance floor as their own. Not one person other than their dates has penetrated it all night.

      At Broadwell, there was a popular clique. It was mostly the guys and girls who were the richest and the best looking. I may have even been considered as part of that clique even though I never would have acted the way the Ballers do.

      “I wish Christie would have told me how pretty you were,” Chase whispers.

      I almost stumble but catch myself. I save all of my superior physical qualities for basketball, otherwise, I’m a mess.

      “I’m pretty sure I’ve seen you before,” he says. “But you’re grown up now.”

      His voice is husky as he speaks into my ear. The music is so loud closer to the dance floor that it’s the only way I would be able to hear him. I don’t know what to say in answer, so I just don’t say anything. My tongue seems to have grown three sizes in my mouth, making it impossible to talk.

      Chase laughs nervously, his hand softening on my back. “This might be a good time for you to say something.”

      I laugh instead. The only thing going through my head is how bad at this I am. Or maybe it’s just with Chase. I had no problem with Ryan Linc’s hands on me earlier. This feels foreign and strange. Maybe that’s because it’s how it’s supposed to be.

      I never think of anything to say, and the next minute, it doesn’t matter. There are gasps parroting through the crowd, and then laughter. I feel Chase lift his head and then freeze in our gentle swaying. “C’mon,” he says after a moment.

      “What is it?”

      He’s already dragging me off the dance floor the way we came. We thread our way through couples. When I meet their gazes, their eyes widen. One girl says, “Oh my God, is that you?”

      I turn to look, but Chase has a death grip on my hand. “Don’t,” he says.

      I should listen, but I don’t. My heart thumps like crazy in my chest. Before I even look over my shoulder, I know it has to be about me. People are laughing. Chase is trying to usher me out of there. Ryan told me it was going to get worse. Apparently, embarrassing me in front of the whole school on the first day wasn’t enough for him, now he has to do it at a dance. In front of Chase, too. I tweak my neck just a little further…and all the color drains from my face. It’s me, alright. I’m in my running outfit from the other day at the track. My hair is a mess on my head and I’m mid stumbling back. On my forehead in black permanent marker are the words “I suck” with the penis drawn close to my lips. My stomach drops, and I really do stumble this time. Dawn is rushing toward me, her eyes bright and angry. Suddenly, I can’t stand all of this. I wiggle myself out of Chase’s grasp and run toward the gym doors. He calls after me, but I don’t stop.

      I knew I shouldn’t have come. I should have known the minute I thought how normal this all seemed that it would have been anything but.

      Fucking Lake.
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      By the time I get outside, tears are stinging my eyes. From the high of being called pretty by a cute guy to completely humiliated. I want to puke. I want to expel the fact that that even happened from my body, but I also know that the memory of it will still be there.

      My phone starts ringing. I glance down at Dawn’s number, but I stick it back in the small purse I brought with me. It rings again, this time a text from a number I don’t recognize. It’s Chase. I groan inwardly, and I really want to crawl into a hole and not come out again. He tells me the picture is gone, and he wants to know where I am. Dawn probably took them to where my car usually is, but what they don’t know is that I actually parked in the student lot this evening.

      My bottom lip starts to swell I’ve been biting it so hard. Chase is nice, but how am I supposed to even talk to him again? I’m certainly not going to tell him where I am. I’m going home, and I’m staying in bed all weekend until I have to come out for school on Monday.

      As I approach my car, I see a dark figure leaning against it. I slow to a walk when I see it’s Sloan leaning casually against it. The little bit of light from his screen was the only reason I could see who it was. He looks up when he sees me and puts his phone away. “How’s your night going?” he asks with a smirk.

      “Fuck you.” I fumble for my keys, ignoring him, and going to the driver’s side. My hands are shaking so badly that it’s hard to hit the button on the fob to get the doors unlocked. Finally, I get it. I slide in and go to shut the door, but Sloan’s there.

      He leans over the top of the car. “You can’t go anywhere tonight, Recruit. Tryout trials start now.”

      I throw my purse in the passenger seat and step back out of the car. Sloan backs up, his eyes widening just slightly at the look on my face. I don’t know what the fuck tryout trials are, probably just another way they can fuck with me, but I’m so not in the mood. “I’m going home, asshole. Isn’t that what you guys wanted? Humiliate me so I leave. Congratulations, it fucking worked. But if you even think this is enough so I won’t be there when tryouts start, you’re all fucked in the head. And you’ve seriously underestimated me.”

      He crosses his arms in front of his chest slowly. His hazel eyes are currently a brown-green color that look almost muddy with the lack of light. “Why, when I asked you what you were doing here at RHS, didn’t you say anything about basketball?”

      “Why the fuck do you think?”

      He tsks. “Mouthy.”

      His eyes zero in on me, and instead of making me want to punch him in the face, I tell him the truth. “I knew you guys wouldn’t like it. You would’ve done just what Lake did to me with the fucking dick on my face, only worse. What’s next? Are you going to try to injure me so I can’t play? Pull some Tonya Harding bullshit?”

      He narrows his eyes almost imperceptibly.

      “You, of all fucking people,” I say. I should stop talking, but they’re the ones who’ve had everything to say so far. It’s my turn. I laugh, the sound manic to my own ears. “You should know what a picture does to some people.”

      He towers over me, his hands coming up on either side of my body to cage me in. His face is contorted in anger. It’s a beautiful sort of anger. No matter how ugly anger is on him, it can’t transform him into ugly. Unfortunately. My blood pulses at my wrist as he gets a hold of himself. “Don’t ever fucking mention that again.”

      I smile this time. I know I’ve hit a sore spot. About a year and a half ago, a picture came out in the tabloids of his senator father having an affair. Miraculously, his parents are still together, but I have a sneaking suspicion it’s not all roses at the Ivy house. How could it be? The car at my back is cold. His chest rises and lowers with the force of his breathing. He’s only millimeters away from me. “You of all people should know about public humiliation, Sloan. That’s all I’m saying. Maybe you guys should fight fair.”

      “I didn’t take the fucking picture.”

      “Oh, I’m sure that’s the first you saw of it, too.” I place my hands on his chest and shove him back. Surprisingly, he moves. “This is about basketball; it always has been. Maybe that’s what we should keep it to still. No more bullying. No more bullshit.” I slide my hands down my dress and prepare to get back in the car. “If you can’t do that, maybe I’m a bigger threat to you than I even thought.”

      “You’re nothing,” Sloan growls.

      I shrug, showing more bravado than I have at the moment, but I think I’ve actually hit on something. Why can’t we just have this out with basketball? The fact that they haven’t up until this point makes me think they don’t believe they can beat me. “Let tryouts speak for themselves,” I say, one foot in my car. “If I don’t make the team, if I can’t hack it, what will you guys have lost? Nothing. You already think I won’t make it, so what’s the problem, Ivy?”

      I give him one last look and try to shut the door, but he moves forward again, catching it. “I was serious, Recruit. Trials start now. Grab your shit and head out to the outdoor courts.”

      With that, he turns on his heel and walks away, shoulders bunched.

      I place a hand over my chest as it hammers against it. I’m not going to let any of those guys take this away from me. I can beat them. I know I can. I don’t even have to beat all of them, I technically only have to beat the third stringer. My whole future depends on it.

      I’m not sure if Sloan is messing with me on the tryouts trials thing, so I swing by the athletic fields on my way home, and sure enough, there are cars there, figures already on the court. “Son of a bitch,” I mutter.

      I pull in, get out, and go right to my trunk. I know I have clothes in there to change into, but there’s also no fucking changing rooms right here, and I’m not about to change in my car with the Ballers and their cell phones nearby.

      “Ten seconds, Dale!” a voice shouts. It’s Ryan’s.

      I grab my gym bag and my shoes and sprint to the court before dropping my shit onto the grass next to the pavement. There are two field lights, one behind one hoop, the other behind the one on the far side of the court.

      “You’re late,” Ryan says. He has one hand casually around the ball while the other is perched on his hip. It’s a sexy pose, not going to lie. And he also pulls it off so well. What the fuck am I thinking? He’s not sexy, he’s an asshole.

      “I apologize,” I say, my voice terse. “This was the first I’ve heard of…whatever this is, and I was dealing with something else.”

      Lake snickers. I want to run right over there and punch him in the nose. That’s probably exactly what the Rock Ballers want though. I don’t know exactly the rules they have here, but I’m sure fighting one of your own teammates is frowned upon, no matter how much he deserves it.

      “Five suicides for tardiness,” Ryan says. “While you’re running, I’ll tell you what the trials are.”

      I kick off my homecoming dance shoes, just a pair of flats, but I’m not running suicides in freaking flats. My feet would be fucked the next day.

      I start to pull on socks and then sneakers when Sloan says, “Today, Dale.”

      As soon as I lace up my sneakers, I head to the edge of the court. Ryan raises an eyebrow at me, but I’m still sticking with the not changing in front of them thing. There will not be half naked pictures of me around school like there’ll inevitably be “I suck” pictures around from now on.

      I start, my dress billowing out behind me. I try to be careful when I bend over to touch the lines on the court, so I don’t show off my panties, but I also want to run these hard. I want to show them I can keep up with them even though I have breasts and am wearing a dress.

      “Trials are a thing the Ballers initiated,” Ryan starts. I hear him over the steady thumping of my heart and my concentration on the court lines in front of me. “Think of it as a pre-tryout. You know the importance of teamwork. Teammates are a family. If we don’t think you fit in before tryouts, we tell Coach, and believe me, it weighs in his decision making when picking the team.”

      Well, fuck me. They’re already going to tell Coach they don’t want me on the team. That means I’m going to have to try extra hard during regular tryouts, and whatever bullshit the Ballers are pulling here. Not that I think I can sway their minds, but maybe they’ll see that I’m not messing around.

      “For the next two weeks, you’re ours. You’ll show up when we tell you to. You’ll do what we tell you to. We’ll assess you ourselves based on your performances and willingness to work.”

      From the corner of my eye, I see Matt and Shawn standing on the edge of the court with their arms crossed. I have only one more line to run. When I finish, I stand right next to Shawn who shifts a little away from me. A bead of sweat drips down my back, followed by more. The dress wasn’t actually all that bad to run in, but I’m going to have to throw it away when I get home. I’m going to be a sweaty mess.

      When we’re all there in front of them and Ryan is done telling us that we’re basically their bitches for the next two weeks, Hayes steps forward. His nickname of Ice Man is on point tonight. He towers over us all, his deep blue eyes assessing. “I think you all missed a key point in what Ryan just said. You all are a team. Why did none of you run those lines with Dale? If one of you is late, you’re all late. Five more.”

      I bare down on my jaw. I wish he hadn’t done that, but I have more than enough suicides left in me, so I’m not worried. What I am worried about is that Matt and Shawn will hate me now no matter what I do. “Sorry, guys,” I mutter as we all line up.

      “Go,” Hayes says, his eyes on me. I can feel the burn of his stare the entire time I run the lines. It makes it hard to concentrate on keeping up with Matt and Shawn. I’m not worried about my endurance. Working out has been a part of my daily activities for so long, but I also want to make sure they know it too. I sprint the very last line and end up coming in second behind Shawn but beating Matt out to the edge.

      By the time I’m done, I’m sucking in air and the nicely curled hair I did for the dance is a complete mess. I would kill for a hair tie right now. I’m sure there’s one in my bag, but I’m not about to dig through it without their say so. I know the deal when it comes to shit like this. It’s all about having power. All I have to do is toe the line and don’t do a single thing they don’t tell me to. Even if it seems stupid like not getting a drink when I’m thirsty. When they want us to take a break, they’ll tell us.

      “Tired, Matt?” Sloan asks.

      I look over and see him bent at the waist, his hands on his knees. They would have to run me ragged before I ever showed I was that tired. Rookie mistake. “Two more lines.”

      Matt doesn’t argue. Good thing. He toes the line. I follow. I have to wave Shawn to the line, too. Just before Sloan tells us to go, he gets it. Whatever one of us does, we’re all doing. No matter what. We finish the lines, and I come in second again with Matt trailing a little further back.

      “Don’t let Dale beat you,” Ryan shouts. “Again! Two more.”

      We all toe the line and run two more lines. I beat Matt again. I can’t let Matt beat me even though Ryan’s going to yell at him again. If I let him beat me, it’ll just make everything doubly worse.

      “Again!” Ryan eyes Matt while he’s running. “Do you like getting beaten by a girl? Stop letting her win.”

      “I’m not letting her win, Ryan,” he says, breathless.

      I feel pretty good about that, but I also know he should’ve kept his mouth shut. “Oh, so your training just sucks? Is that what you’re telling me, Dempsey?”

      “I’ll work on it,” he says.

      We finish with the lines, and I beat him again. In fact, I almost even beat Shawn out. I run across the edge of the court just a split second behind him.

      I can feel all of the Ballers eyes on me more than the other guys. Assessing, picking me apart. Hopefully, maybe, they’re also a little impressed. Not that they’d ever admit it.

      When we line up after that, Alec tells us we’re doing foul line shots. The air is getting cooler, and I’m getting hotter. A chill goes through me, but there’s no way I’m saying anything. Ryan, who’s had the ball the entire time, throws it to Shawn. “Don’t stop until you hit ten in a row.”

      Because Matt is sucking in air like he might die, I position myself near the rim to get the rebounds. Shawn makes his first two, then misses the third, so he starts all over again. He has to start all over again a few times, even once when he was all the way at nine baskets made. I can see the frustration growing within him, but I give him encouragement every time I throw the ball back at him. He’s at five made when I say, “You got this.” He actually smiles at me then. “Nice and easy. You can do this all day.”

      He does. He makes the next five shots with little effort.

      “Alright cheerleader,” Alec says, “You’re up next.”

      The nickname doesn’t bother me. That’s what being on a team is all about: encouragement. I only have to start over once at four baskets made. I throw it just a tad too hard and it hits the back right where the hoop meets the backboard. The whole thing vibrates with a resounding duuuuuuung. I don’t let it get to my head. If I do, I know I’m screwed. I just accept the rebound from Matt and jump up ten more times, hitting all of them in a row. Shawn moves forward to give me a high five when I finish.

      Now, it’s Matt’s turn. He does surprisingly well after the suicides fiasco. I have a sinking suspicion he wouldn’t be doing so well if he’d been made to go first. He misses the first basket, but then makes some adjustments and sinks the next ten. I clap as soon as the tenth swishes through the net. “Nice!”

      “That’s it for tonight,” Lake says. When I look up, he’s glaring at me, but I just let it slide right off my shoulders. I know I did well tonight. Probably better than they thought I would do. “We’ll expect you at the homecoming game tomorrow.”

      My stomach tightens. Of course they do. After tonight, the last thing I want to do is show my face so soon in front of the whole school after they all just saw a dick drawn on my face, but there’s nothing I can do about it.

      “Huddle up,” Ryan says. We all move forward. The Ballers are still in their nice dance outfits, looking sleek. Even though I’m still in my dress, I know I look like a hot mess. He grabs his phone from his pocket and gives it to Matt. “Text your phone from mine, so I can get your number.”

      Matt does it first, then Shawn.

      “I’ll give it to the rest of the guys.”

      Shawn goes to hand Ryan’s phone to me, but Ryan snatches it out of his hand. “I have Dale’s already.” I don’t know why that makes a triumphant smile come to my lips. It makes me feel important even though the only thing he’s ever texted to me is threats.

      “Good job tonight, guys,” Alec says as the group disperses. He looks straight at me when I meet his gaze. He’s giving me a once-over I don’t quite understand, but out of all of them, he’s looking at me almost peculiarly, like he hasn’t been able to figure me out yet.

      Shawn, Matt, and I walk away and grab our bags by the edge of the court. I look over at Matt while he bends to pick up his stuff. “You know, if you ever want a running buddy, I’m available,” I tell him before pulling my gym bag back over my shoulder. His shoulders stiffen. I want to roll my eyes, but instead, I push forward. “I run most mornings.”

      “Thanks,” he says, his voice gruff, then he walks off toward a back street.

      “See you tomorrow, Dale,” Shawn says.

      I nod, still watching Matt as he walks away, then head back out toward my car. All five Ballers are still on the court. It makes me nervous to see them all together and obviously discussing something. A pinch of unease runs up my spine, but I shake it away and get in my car. At least the first trials event is over with.

      When I pull away, one thought gets stuck in my head: I wonder why my dad never said anything to me about trials.
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      The next morning, I wake to several texts. The first is in a group message from the Ballers along with Matt and Shawn. We’re expected to sit with them at the homecoming game. My gut clenches. After the dance, this is the last thing I want to do. No doubt today will be filled with teasing, snide remarks, or even worse. Who knows, maybe they’ll put up the same picture at the game so instead of just being humiliated at the school, I can be humiliated in front of the whole town, too.

      The other texts are from Dawn and Chase. I sigh, inputting his name into my phone instead of just the number it’s been coming up as. He’s really sweet, but how will I ever be able to face him again?

      Dawn, however, tells me if I don’t text her back, she’s going to kick my ass. I actually think she might try to do this, so I tell her I’m okay. I also tell her I have to go to the football game today. She replies back with smiley faces that she’s going too, obviously going to see David as a Wide Receptor. I laugh just thinking about her. Then, I pull myself out of bed and head to the shower. When I get out, there’s a text from two of the numbers that were in the group text. What time do you want to meet at the parade?

      Parade?

      10:45?

      Sure.

      I tap out a response. What are we talking about?

      The homecoming parade. We have to drag the float…

      Another text comes in from one number, but it’s just to me. Tessa, it’s Matt. You weren’t on the other text the guys sent out. It’s tradition that the recruits pull the basketball float with the Ballers on it every year in the homecoming parade.

      I look at the time. What the hell? It’s 10:30 already. I have just enough time to throw clothes on and get to the school. Shit. Where are we meeting?

      By the baseball field. That’s where everyone lines up.

      Thanks.

      I scramble, throwing clothes on that look somewhat good, then run a brush through my hair. It can air dry. I take a hair tie, though, and wrap it around my wrist in case I need it. Then, I quickly put on a little makeup, head to the kitchen to grab a Pop-Tart, and I’m out of there without even seeing my mom. I send her a text about what’s going on today, so she won’t worry about where the hell I’m at, then peel out of the driveway. I hug the curves way too tight on the way down the mountain to Rockport. When I get into town, there’s people already lining the streets for the parade. My dad usually goes to the football game, but as far as I know we never went to the parade unless they did when I was too young to remember. I have to park a block away down a side street and then sprint to the area where everyone is lining up. I see Hayes towering over everybody in the distance and head that way, dodging others in the crowd. By the time I get there, I’m a minute late. No one says anything though because for all they knew, I wasn’t even going to show up. When Ryan sees me, he just turns the other way. Asshole. They deliberately tried to fuck me with this recruit thing.

      “Fuck me,” I say when it’s just me, Matt, and Shawn. Shawn just raises his eyebrows. “Not like that, obviously.” I run my hands through my hair, trying to get it to dry a little more. “What exactly do we have to do? Drag the float?”

      Shawn points to the area just ahead of the flatbed on wheels. All the Ballers’ girls are putting last minute touches on the float, but when I look past them, I see three ropes jutting out from underneath the flatbed trailer. Yeah, this is safe.

      Every other float is being towed by a vehicle or the vehicle is their “float.” The basketball team’s is the only one that isn’t. “How do we want to do this?” I ask. I size each one of them up. I’m the smallest, but that doesn’t mean I’m the weakest.

      Shawn glances us over. “I’m thinking Dale in the middle with Dempsey and I on either side.”

      I shrug. “Fine by me.”

      Someone with a bullhorn starts telling us to get ready. The voice sounds like Vice Principal Holden, which makes me cringe. No wonder things like this are allowed to happen on his watch. I’m pretty sure he’s in the Ballers back pocket. A few seconds after that, fireworks go off near the front of the line. The people lining the streets cheer. Matt, Shawn, and I walk to the ropes as the Ballers hop onto the float and the girls get down. I wrap the end of the rope around my midsection and tie it off. I have more strength this way than if I were to try to tug it with my arms. Matt and Shawn follow suit. It’s almost our time to start moving when Sloan yells down, “What do you think, Recruits? Time to start pulling us.”

      I look over my shoulder and see all five of them looking down at us. They look like royalty staring down at their peasants. The only one not smirking is Hayes and that’s just because he looks too bored to care. Which could be worse? Or better? I’m not quite sure. Each one of them is sitting on metal chairs decorated with orange-brown balls of tissue paper that’s supposed to look like basketballs. Maybe they do, but they also look like giant balls of shit. I do, however, like the sign they use on the sides of the float that says RHS State Champions with all the years they earned that honor underneath. Butterflies spur inside me. I only hope I can help them make the same distinction this year.

      “You’re up Ballers,” Miss Lyons says. She waves us forward.

      Matt, Dave, and I start walking. The float pulls us back automatically. The hardest part will be getting this thing going, but once we do, we shouldn’t have any problem keeping it going. At least, I hope so. Who knows what the Ballers will do if we can’t carry them around Rockport like pack mules.

      “On three,” Shawn says. “One, two,—”

      We all push forward at once. The float creeps ahead. We push harder and harder until we’re finally moving.

      “Great job, Recruits,” Ryan says. I sneak a peek behind me because I just can’t help myself. The ridiculous jealous side of me likes seeing them without girls hanging all over them or perched in their laps. He’s waving to the crowd with that delicious smile of his. His true smile does something to me. It makes my heart jittery and my throat tight. His eyes slice toward me. “Keep looking straight ahead. You’re not Ballers yet.”

      “If they ever will be,” Lake says just loud enough for us to hear. “I hear Dale sucks.”

      I turn back around, my face heating. I hear chuckles behind me, so I let the burning anger fuel pulling on this damn rope. If they think they’re going to break me, they’re wrong. If they think they’re going to cheat me out of this, they’re wrong.

      By the time we get to the end of the three blocks and are going to make the right toward Main Street, my calves are killing me. The suicides last night coupled with towing this flatbed today are giving me a really great workout. Instead of thinking of this as having to pull these assholes around for their own amusement, I start thinking about using this opportunity as my workout today. I lean into the rope and the float picks up speed.

      “Damn, Dale,” Matt says with a grunt. “Where do you get all your fucking energy? Those lines killed me last night.”

      “Regular training sessions with my dad since I could walk,” I deadpan. I don’t want to bring up my dad, but I don’t want to lie either. A part of me also wants them to know that I mean business. I’ve been working on this since I was a little girl. I didn’t just wake up one morning and think, I’ll transfer to Rockport to try out for the basketball team. That’ll be fun.

      “That’ll do it,” Shawn says. “Your dad’s a beast.”

      Matt sucks in a breath between his teeth. I can tell he’s struggling. “You going to be alright?”

      He nods, his face beet red.

      “I told you to keep up on your conditioning,” Shawn says, a hint of teasing in his voice.

      “You really want to do this right now?” Matt asks. His voice is too strained to be pissy, but I’m sure that’s how he imagined it would come out.

      We make the turn down Main Street. Three blocks ahead is the school, then the parking lot, then we’re done. “We’re almost there,” I say, eyeing the turn into the lot.

      I’m breathless myself, and my calves are really starting to feel it, but I don’t complain. Matt needs us to hype him up right now, not commiserate with him.

      “I’ll buy you a candy bar at concessions when we’re done,” Shawn offers. He peeks over at Matt to assess him, but just turns straight forward again, his lips pulling back in a grimace as we trudge along.

      “Fuck you,” Matt says, but he laughs, too.

      “Same,” I tell him. “I’m good for a candy bar.”

      This makes Matt laugh even harder. When I look over at him, he smiles at me. I can’t help but think that at least the guys I’m pulling the Ballers with don’t hate me. I’m sure they’re not thrilled I encroached on their opportunity, but they’re taking it in stride. I don’t dare look behind me again, but I wonder if the Ballers are watching Matt struggle. Hopefully they’re too busy waving at their adoring fans. Up ahead, there’s a sign that says, “I love you, Sloan!” with a heart for the ‘o’ in his name. I almost roll my eyes until I see a grandma holding up a sign that says, “Marry me, Ryan?” How can you get mad at that? That’s just adorable.

      Watching the little kids wave at them is the best. They’re all so excited to see them. By the way they’re saying hi and greeting them back, I know they’re having a ball up there, too. They live for this notoriety.

      Finally, we make the turn into the school. “We’re so there,” I say to Matt. He’s cringing on every step now. I’d switch places with him if I thought the Ballers wouldn’t say anything, but they would. Up ahead, the float in front of us is stopping. We only have about fifty more yards. Stopping is difficult too because once we slow down, it takes a hell of a lot more strength to get it going again. After a few false stops and starts, we get the flatbed in place directly behind the float in front of us. All three of us drop our ropes and step out of them.

      The Ballers jump off the float like nothing, landing gracefully. A few of their girlfriends swarm them. Ryan puts his hand around Rhonda’s shoulders while Sloan accepts a kiss from some dark-haired girl. The kiss is so intense it makes my face heat. He pulls her hips to his, and I have to look away or risk being called a creeper. While I’m staring at the ground, footsteps near us. “Great job,” Sloan says. I chance a glance up and see Ryan walking away, not so much as a thank you, or hell, even direction as to what we’re to do next.

      It’s Alec that stays close to us while the rest of them walk away. Hayes, looking as calm as ever. Lake is no doubt high off of all the attention. “That was good, Recruits,” Alec says. “I’m glad you helped Dale out to make sure she showed. That’s exactly what we wanted to see.”

      I almost roll my eyes. That wasn’t why they left me off the text. They were hoping I just didn’t show up. Though, from their point of view, leaving me off the text was a win-win situation. Either I didn’t show up and got busted for it, or the guys wouldn’t tell me and maybe they got some sort of backlash. The last thing they probably thought would happen was to have me show up like I knew about it the whole time.

      Matt tries to put weight on his right calf, but he hisses, then sits down right where we’re at on the side of the parking lot. I go right to him. “Cramp,” he says, face contorted in pain.

      I start rubbing his calf, kneading deep into the skin and right into the muscle.

      “Fuck,” he snaps, grimacing as I try to rub the cramp out.

      “I told you—”

      Matt swings his gaze toward Shawn and Shawn shuts up. It really isn’t a good time to be saying I told you so.

      Alec kneels right beside me. I glance over. His brows are furrowed, and he honestly looks concerned about Matt’s condition. “It’ll be okay,” I tell Matt. “You just overworked it.”

      “Grab some ice, Shawn,” Alec says.

      Shawn looks around like he has no idea where to find ice during homecoming but runs off anyway. I can still feel Matt’s muscle spasming under my hands, so I knead harder. I know this hurts like a bitch, but it’s the only way to get rid of it faster than just letting it take its course.

      “You should be a sports PT,” Alec says.

      I shake my head. Like he’d say that to one of the guys who just happened to be helping out. “No, thanks,” I tell him. “I’d rather play.” A minute later, Matt’s muscle stops spasming, so I take my hands off him and stand. At that moment, Shawn comes running back and gives him the ice.

      Alec pushes off the ground and stands next to me. “I wasn’t trying to be a prick.”

      I turn toward him, my eyebrows raised.

      He lowers his voice. “I mean I wasn’t trying to be a prick right then.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Am I supposed to be able to tell the difference?”

      Alec’s jaw ticks. I know I’ve probably taken it too far because we’re in the middle of “trials”, but some things just need to be said. They need to know that I’m never going to forget what they’ve done to me. And not just with this shit here, in camp, too.

      Alec looks at me so long that I start to shift from foot to foot. His eyes are so intense, they’re almost scraping my insides, like he’s intent on knowing what I’m thinking inside. If they knew what I was thinking inside, they’d make me run suicides. After a while, he just walks away. “See you on the bleachers,” he calls out over his shoulder.

      Shawn helps Matt to his feet. Matt tests the weight on his legs then swipes his hand through his hair. “About those candy bars?”

      Shawn and I laugh, then help Matt walk toward the football field. Maybe today won’t be so bad with these two on my side.
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      There’s actually an area roped off just for the basketball team in the stands.

      After buying Matt his candy bars from the concession stand, we head up there, sitting in the last row designated for us. When I see Dawn strolling up the bleachers, I send her a quick text telling her I have to sit with the basketball team. She looks up from her screen, and when she sees me, she comes over. “Hey. You okay?”

      I shrug. I can still feel the sting of everyone’s laughter from yesterday, but right now, I have basketball to focus on, so it helps. “I’ll be fine,” I tell her with a smile.

      “I gave—”

      “Chase my number?” I guess. “I figured that out. Thanks.”

      She bites down on her lip. “What? You don’t like him?”

      I can feel Matt and Shawn’s eyes on us. I trust them for now, but that doesn’t mean I want any basketball players to know my business. I’m sure the Ballers could make them talk and use this information to their own advantage. “Can I talk to you about it later?”

      “Of course,” she says. She turns to look around at the bleachers that are filling up. “I’m going to sit over there. I think.”

      My stomach drops. I wish I could sit with her but sitting here with them is a part of the trials or whatever. It’s non-negotiable. It sucks that she won’t have anyone to explain the game to her. Hopefully, she’ll be just as satisfied ogling David’s ass the entire game instead of learning about the actual game. I give her a small wave and she walks off. I watch her until she sits at the far end of the bleachers.

      “Your friend’s pretty hot,” Matt says.

      I turn toward him. “Don’t get your hopes up. I think she’s dating David Russell.”

      “Yeah, I saw them at the dance together.”

      My face flames. If they were at the dance, they no doubt saw my embarrassing picture. Matt realizes what territory he’s walked into, so he just turns away. At that moment, the rest of the Ballers and their female entourage are coming up the stand steps. A different girl is hanging off Ryan than I’ve noticed before. It’s not even Rhonda who helped decorate our float. I stare at them incredulously, but neither one of them seems bothered by the fact that his arm had just been around Rhonda. If that’s the way they act, I probably couldn’t even be a part of that even if I wanted to. I can’t imagine having them and then seeing them with another girl. Hell, it sucks just seeing them with other girls, and they don’t even like me.

      Other members of the basketball team follow behind them up the steps. I haven’t spoken to any of them yet, but Matt and Shawn slap hands and say hey to a few of them. They glance over me, none of them even saying anything. It makes me want to cower.

      Lake is last to come up. He has a very pretty brunette on his arm that sneers at me. She makes a several fist pumps toward her face, simulating sucking cock. I just look away. I have zero ground to stand on here. If I tell her to get fucked, I’m sure the Rock Ballers will be all over me. Instead of ignoring me like I’m ignoring them, Lake stops right in front of me. “You need to sit back a row.”

      I look up, my jaw clenching. Sitting back a row will mean I’m not even in the basketball area, but whatever. I get up and start to move.

      Shawn and Matt follow, but Lake says, “Just Dale. You two can stay.”

      Matt and Shawn hover just over their seats. They’re stuck between not knowing if they should follow me to make sure we’re a team or to do what Lake says. I sit back one, my ass hitting the cold metal.

      “I mean it,” Lake says, looking at them through slitted eyes. “Stay.”

      I just stare straight ahead. The message is loud and clear. I’m not really with them, am I?

      When the other two sit, Lake finds his seat next to the other Ballers. Ryan and Sloan turn, just casually observing my outsider status. Alec turns to look, but he faces forward again right afterward, his shoulders bunched. A girl has her head propped on his shoulder. She keeps cuddling into him like she’s trying to get him to put his arm around her, but he doesn’t. He just stares straight ahead. Hayes never turns, and he’s the only one who doesn’t have a girl by his side. He props one leg up on the seat in front of him and places his elbow on his knee. He stares out lazily like he doesn’t understand why he’s at the game but doesn’t make a move to leave either.

      I notice a lot from here. Lake seems to be the only one who’s actually into the girl he’s with. The others are content for the girls to stroke their arms or cuddle into them. Lake, though, is making out with his until Ryan says something to him. They immediately pull away from one another, and then she’s like a wet blanket draped over him, whispering into his ear, smirking into his neck. I can say for certain that he’s the only one I don’t get jealous of, and I don’t think it has anything to do with his latest cruelty toward me. He just always seemed darker than the others. Even though they did the same things, he seemed to take pleasure in it more or sought out things to do. I can’t put my finger on it, but the others were mean for a different reason.

      I just need to trust myself when I say that none of that matters when the outcome is the same.

      Everyone gives me a wide berth from that point forward. Matt and Shawn don’t look around once. The family sitting to my right even has an empty space between me and them like they’ll catch my Baller outcast cooties. The marching band, dressed in blue with gold trim, marches out onto the field. As more and more people find seats in the stands, the tension rises around us. The game isn’t as well attended as the basketball games, but there are quite a few families and a lot of students have shown up.

      To the right and down, I see my dad walk in. He always sits in the bottom row right where everyone walks in. Sloan elbows Ryan and juts his chin in the air toward my dad. Ryan looks over and sees him too, then nods.

      I glare at the back of their heads. I don’t know what they’re up to, but I don’t want my dad to get dragged into anything going on with the Ballers. Getting humiliated in front of him is not on the top of my to-do list.

      “Hey,” a voice says.

      I’m so caught up in staring those two down that I don’t even look up. It isn’t until Matt looks around and back a little that I realize whoever’s there is right next to me. I turn slowly, then stare straight into the eyes of Chase Fisher. My heart beats once almost painfully in my chest. “Um, hey.”

      He’s dressed in a pair of nice jeans and a Nike lacrosse shirt. His gaze is calculating, staring at me with a frown.

      I look toward the field at the marching band’s performance, but there’s no way Chase is going to let me get away with that. “You didn’t text me back,” he says.

      I close my eyes, reliving the humiliation of last night again. Why the hell is he pursuing this? He freaking saw me with a dick drawn on my face, plus, he barely knows me. “I’m fine,” I tell him, finally looking up again. I can’t meet his eyes for long, though, so I look away just as quickly. I hate that he’s being so nice. In a way, I know I’m fucked up. Chase is being nice to me. He wants to make sure I’m okay, and yet, I’m jealous of the fact that Ryan has a girl draped over him right now. I’m seriously messed in the head.

      “Tessa…”

      Someone behind him says, “Would you mind sitting down, young man?”

      “Sorry,” Chase says, then he moves to sit with me. My stomach clenches. I stay right where I am even though it’s obvious Chase is trying to sit next to me. I peek at the Ballers, but they haven’t noticed us yet. Even Shawn looks around with an unsure expression. Chase has to sit at the very edge of the bleacher, his feet out in the aisle. He leans over his legs like this isn’t super awkward. “I wasn’t being a stalker, I promise. Your friend Dawn gave me your number.”

      “I know,” I tell him. My heart is in my throat. I keep peeking at the Ballers and wondering if I should just tell Chase to sit somewhere else. Technically, we’re not in the basketball section anymore, so it’s not like he can’t sit here. The Ballers will be pissed though. They want to control me, and this is one way they can do it. They also don’t want me to win at anything, and the fact that this cute guy who saw me embarrassed last night still wants to talk to me won’t sit well with them.

      “I’m really sorry about what happened. It’s fucked up.” He sneers down at the guys in front of me. “They were assholes when I went to school here, too.”

      My hands come together, and I squeeze until my fingers turn white. “Can we not talk about that?”

      He takes a quick peek at me. “Which one of them did it? You can’t just stay quiet, Tessa.” He reaches his hand up, his fingertips grazing my cheek.

      I pull away. “It doesn’t matter,” I say, a hint of pleading in my voice. I really don’t want to draw any attention to us. Or him. Or just plain me. I’ve had enough attention. At least the mean kind of attention I’ve come to expect from the Ballers. I miss the attention Ryan once gave me. I clench my jaw, forcing myself not to think about it.

      “It does,” he says, his voice dark. He bumps my shoulder. “But I’ll stop if you want me too.” When I don’t answer, he sighs. “I just wanted to tell you how much fun I had at the dance.”

      I can’t say the same. I enjoyed talking to him, but the whole thing was marred for me because of what happened.

      “And…I guess, I wanted to see if you want to do it again some time. Just you and me. No chances of getting embarrassed or bullied or—”

      “Hey,” a voice snaps.

      I swallow. I’d just been pulled into looking at Chase’s eyes with his words. My skin tingles as I wait for the follow-up. Chase stiffens beside me as he looks up.

      “You can’t sit here,” Ryan says. “Basketball area.” He gives a cocky grin that says everything he wants to say. Meaning, get the fuck out, you’re not good enough.

      Chase doesn’t take it though. He seems so mature next to the ridiculous nature of what Ryan is saying. Or, is he incredibly dumb? “It’s cool,” Chase says, shrugging. Then, he looks to me. “Anyway, I want to know if you’ll go on a date with me?”

      The marching band’s song ended in that moment. Everyone in a five-foot radius hears Chase ask me out. I look up. My chest expands and that feeling I felt yesterday when Chase was even talking to me starts to seep back in. It feels good to be wanted. I’m not going to lie. And Chase is handsome. And nice, clearly.

      Alec stands. My head snaps around to look at him. His hands are balled to fists, and the girl who was leaning on him is now rubbing her ear. “He said you can’t sit there.”

      Chase’s jaw ticks. “I’m having a conversation with Tessa.” When he turns back toward me this time, his eyes are ablaze. I see a little bit of the lacrosse fighter coming out of him then. If you’re an athlete, you have to be a little bit confrontational. Games are about winning. If you don’t care about winning, you wouldn’t play. “I really want to take you out.”

      I glance up at Alec who looks he’s getting madder by the second. “Maybe you should—”

      Chase cocks his head at me. “Seriously? Why are you letting them do this?”

      I close my eyes. In my head, I don’t see the Ballers acting like complete assholes or even Chase sitting right next to me. No, I see me years ahead, jumping in the air for a layup in front of a crowd of people. This is the only way, and I just don’t know if Chase will understand that.

      “Listen, asshole,” Ryan says, standing next to Alec now. The rest of the Ballers stand, too, following their point guard. Hayes stands last, but when he turns, he might have the most dramatic affect. He’s so tall, so unreadable. “This is for basketball players only.”

      Ryan points toward the tape, but Chase isn’t dumb. He realizes I’m not even inside the tape on the stands. He looks at me, his expression apologetic. But then he stands, and his hands are balled into fists. “Really? Because from what I can see, you don’t even want her on the team. You haven’t even given her a chance.”

      Lake snorts. “We don’t want her on the team.” He looks around like he thought that was all loud and clear. Trust me, it is. “She’s the one who signed up, so she has to take everything we give her.”

      “Like humiliating her?” Chase moves into the aisle and then takes a step down like he’s going to confront the Ballers.

      Is he insane? There’s just him, and they’re the whole basketball team. I stand up and grab the back of his shirt. When he whips around to look at me, I whisper, “Don’t do this, okay? I’m fine. I’ll talk to you later.”

      Creases run deep through his forehead. He’s staring at me like I’m from an alien planet and he has no idea why I’m just taking any of this. “They’re not even playing fair. They—”

      “Actually, you won’t talk to her later,” Alec interjects. “Tessa’s really busy with basketball. Tell him, Tessa.”

      I glare over at him. He’s not smirking. Not in the least. His lips are a thin line, but he doesn’t look at me at all. He’s staring at Chase like he’s just took the spot of enemy number one.

      Sloan holds back a laugh. “Yeah, tell him Tessa.”

      My face heats. Chase is one of the only people who’s being nice to me. The last thing I want to do is tell him I don’t want to talk to him, but I have no choice. “I, um…” Below us, the football team runs onto the field. The band starts playing the fight song. The crowd not sitting near us is clapping and cheering. I peek at the Ballers again. They’re dead serious.

      “Save it,” Chase says. He gives me one last look and then starts down the stands, taking the steps two at a time. Like the assholes they are, the Ballers cheer for him all the way down. I sit down immediately. My face is hot, but there’s a chill in the air, so I shiver as I watch Chase make his way out of the football area, his cheeks a ruddy red.

      The Ballers don’t look at me when they sit down, save for Alec. He shoots me a look that pins me in place, then turns slowly, allowing the girl who had her cheek on his shoulder to cozy back up to him again. I glare at the spot their bodies meet. For a moment, I could almost trick myself into thinking that Alec had another reason for not wanting Chase to ask me out. He seemed so mad. If this is just a game to him, why the clenched fists? Why the anger?

      I already know my answer. They just hate me that much.
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      White-knuckled, I watch the whole game. I barely even move from my spot because I don’t want to catch the ire of any one of the Ballers even when I can feel my cell phone pinging like crazy in my pocket. I keep running through the scenario in my head. No matter how much I wanted to tell the Ballers to get fucked about who I hang out with, they determine what my fate with the basketball team will be. And basketball is my everything. Hands down.

      After RHS loses the game—big surprise—the Ballers tell us we’re to help take the flatbed back to Alec’s family’s house. Matt, Shawn, and I trudge back over to the float where we start pulling off the decorations and throwing them into any available trashcan we can find. Soon, it’s whittled down to just the flatbed with the five metal folding chairs on it. Shawn and I jump onto the float to fold up the chairs. While we’re both bent over, he whispers, “If you tell anyone, I’ll deny it, but what they just did to you was fucked up.”

      I look over at him, surprised. Surprised that he feels that way at all, but also surprised he would say anything.

      He shrugs. “I had my own thoughts about you, pre-conceived notions you might say. At first, I thought you deserved everything you were getting. You surprised me,” he says finally.

      I raise my eyebrows at him.

      He chuckles. “I know. I’m serious about denying I said any of this though.” He stares at me a couple beats longer, his eyes turning almost black. “Don’t even think about saying anything to them.”

      I sigh. “I’m not going to rat you out,” I tell him, realizing that just sounds fucking ridiculous. Rat him out when all he’s saying is that I’m not as bad as he thought I was. I should be insulted, yet, it’s coming off as a compliment.

      “If I were you,” he said. “I’d probably grovel and tell that guy you’re sorry, but that doesn’t mean he should come around when you’re at a Baller thing. I don’t think they let shit like that slide easily. You wouldn’t want him to ruin your chance.”

      I nod knowingly. When we fold all five chairs and push them to the edge, we both jump down. Alec backs up his old truck to hook up the flatbed as Matt grabs a couple chairs. Alec tells him to throw them in the back of the truck, so he does. Shawn and I grab the rest and put them in the back while Alec hooks the flatbed up to his truck. “Get in the front seat, Tessa,” Alec says, winching the fasteners. “Matt and Shawn, you guys can follow us to my house.”

      I look up at him. “My car is—”

      His gaze narrows. “I’ll take you back to your car, just get in the truck.”

      I swallow hard. Shawn gives me an apologetic look, but I do what Alec says. Who knows what kind of torture he wants to put me through on the way to his house so we can put the flatbed away?

      His passenger door creaks when I jump in. The interior has an old, used smell that isn’t unpleasant. It’s just not what I’m used to. A tree-shaped deodorizer hangs off the rearview mirror. When Alec gets in, it sways back and forth, giving off a lemon scent. I reach back to pull my seatbelt around me and have to try several times before I can get it latched, but at least when it’s in there, I’m not worried about it coming out easily. I’m more worried that I won’t be able to unlatch it when we get to his house.

      “Definitely not your Mustang,” Alec quips.

      I steel myself and take in a breath. I don’t even bother replying because nothing I say will probably make a difference.

      “You’ve probably never been in a work truck before, have you?”

      “No,” I reply simply. My dad had a truck-like vehicle once. It was an Escalade, but he traded it in for something else because he didn’t like it. My dad’s not me, though.

      He shakes his head and snickers. He looks out the side mirror and then slowly pulls away from where he’s parked in the lot. The cars that were in the lot are pretty much all gone. Even the rest of the Ballers aren’t around anymore. “My dad used to use it for work. I got it as a hand-me-down. Sorry if it offends you.”

      “Why would you think it would offend me?” I snap, my temper overflowing. I can’t even help it. I’m sick of people acting like those who are well-off are the devil incarnate. Besides, I’m not the one who’s rich. My dad is, and he fucking earned it.

      He looks over at me, his cheekbones sharp. “Because you’re used to shiny, new things. I didn’t know I needed to spell it out for you. You don’t think I saw your new Mustang. Or the cars your dad drives to camp?”

      I just shake my head. There’s no point in even arguing with him.

      “What?” he asks. He keeps looking over at me from the driver’s side. “You don’t agree that you wouldn’t be caught dead in a truck like this?”

      “Seriously?” I ask, glaring over at him. “I’m in your truck now, aren’t I? I might even be having a good time if you weren’t such a dick.” I groan in frustration. “What does it matter what car anyone drives, anyway? My dad is the rich one. My dad buys himself the nice vehicles because he put in the hard work to get there. And yes, my dad bought me a Mustang. It’s not mine. And don’t act like you wouldn’t want the cars he has. Isn’t that why you work so hard in the different sports you play? So you can have better? Otherwise, you’d be fine with being mediocre.” I sit back in the seat, crossing my arms over my chest. “Why am I a bad person just because I have a nice car? Prejudice can go the other way, too.”

      After a moment, Alec sighs. He runs a hand through his dark hair. When I look over at him, I notice he’s actually too big for the seat. His head almost touches the top of the old truck. The space makes him look bigger than he actually is. “I actually just want to play,” he says. “I love the games. I don’t need to be rich. That’s Ryan’s thing. Sloan’s, too. I just want to do what I love every day.”

      I raise my eyebrows at the change in his voice. He’s actually talking to me like…a person. It’s been a long time since one of the Ballers actually talked to me normally.

      I think back on my childhood growing up. Though my dad has all the finer things in life, he truly loves the game, too. Just like me. I don’t think you can choose either or when it comes to basketball. Raw talent will only take you so far. You have to love the game, too. I reach out and play my finger over the dark blue dash. “I’m not going to lie, having nice things is…well, nice, but it’s not everything.”

      “My dad actually likes his job,” Alec says. He keeps one hand on the wheel and leans the other on the door to support his head. His dad’s a general contractor. From what I hear, he’s a really good one. My dad has had him do some things around our house, and he’s always been so pleasant to me. “It’s not glamorous job,” Alec continues, “But he comes home happy every day.”

      I smile at that. I can say the same for my dad. Sure, he had bad games. He even had bad seasons, but he was still doing what he loved to do. “Sloan asked me the other day what I was doing here at Rockport…” I start, still second-guessing whether I should open up to him. Eventually, the bottom will fall out, and I’ll be the only one who’s hurt. But for right now, I’m going to risk it just to hear Alec’s personal thoughts. “This is it,” I smile and open my arms. “I’m here to play basketball because I love it.” I look over at him. His face is pulled taut as he stares out the windshield. “They got rid of the girls’ team at Broadwell,” I confess, letting my sadness seep through for the first time in a month. I sigh. “Because they’re a private school and can make up their own rules, they wouldn’t let a girl play on the guys’ team. Rockport was my only shot.”

      My words hang in the air. If Alec is surprised at what I said, he doesn’t let it show. He doesn’t make a smart ass comment back either, though. In some small way, I think we both understand one another better now.

      On the other hand, I’m an idiot. He’s a Baller, and they do what they want. To Alec, I should just be a PT because I massaged some guy’s leg.

      We don’t talk anymore as Alec drives to his house just on the outskirts of town. It’s a sprawling farmhouse with a lot of adjoining land even though there’s not a farm animal or tractor in sight. The house is older, but it’s been remodeled on the outside. Several areas of the house don’t match other areas like they’ve expanded it or completely re-did it. Wood siding graces one half of the house, and then on what looks to be an addition is cedar siding. It’s pretty in its haphazard way.

      He pulls around the circular driveway, but then aims the flatbed toward the mouth of a barn and then starts backing up. “Do you want me to get out and help lead you?”

      Alec puts his arm on the back of the seat then looks over his shoulder with a smirk. “I’ve been doing this since I was little. I think I’ll be okay.”

      He does, too. He just backs right up and stops. When he takes his hand away from the back of the seat, his fingers brush my shoulder. A current of nerves sweeps through me, proving once again that I’m not immune to the Ballers even though I should be. I look up at Alec to find he’s also staring back at me, his face almost pinched as he looks me over.

      “Alec!” a little girl’s voice screams.

      Alec immediately turns toward the front windshield. He whips his car door open just as a small silver Toyota pulls into the driveway. A little girl runs across the grass and jumps into Alec’s waiting arms. It’s honestly one of the cutest things I’ve ever seen.

      I get out and meet Shawn and Matt just in front of their car as Alec sets his sister back down in the grass again. When she turns toward us, her mouth drops open. “I know who you are.”

      I look from the other guys then back to her.

      “You,” she says, pointing at me. “You’re Timothy Dale’s daughter.”

      I smile wide as a flurry of pride skirts over me. I go up to her and hold my hand out. “I’m Tessa.”

      “Roberta,” she says. She takes my hand and gives it a small, but determined, shake.

      I look over at Alec who’s staring at us with a mixed expression. “I have to go help your brother now, but it was nice to meet you.”

      Alec tells Roberta to go back inside while they deal with the flatbed. She runs back, her cute, curly hair almost jumping off her head as she goes. Alec unhooks the flatbed from the back of the truck and then it’s mine, Shawn, and Matt’s turn to move it into a side room in the barn. Alec acts like he’s going to stand back and watch at first, but then he jumps in after he notices Matt struggling. I’m not going to lie, I’m struggling too. The foundation of the barn is uneven, so it’s a lot harder getting the thing to move here than it was out on the street. After a few minutes, we get it into place. Alec stands, a line of sweat has made a damp trail down the back of his shirt. If Dawn could see him now. But actually, that’s not right. Dawn wouldn’t care. She’s into David now, and better yet, David’s into her. She’s probably making him feel all better after their loss today.

      “Anything else?” Shawn asks, his hands on his hips.

      Alec shakes his head. “No, that’s it. Just, um, be waiting if you get a text from us.” Though there’s instructions in that sentence, they’re half-hearted at best.

      Shawn and Matt turn to go toward Shawn’s car. I’m standing just a few feet away from Alec looking back and forth between the two. I don’t know whether I should ask Shawn to give me a ride back to my car or not. I doubt Alec really wants to take me. I still don’t understand why he wanted to bring me here in the first place.

      Shawn turns around when he opens his car door. “You want a ride, Tessa?”

      “Oh, I—”

      “I’ll take her back,” Alec says.

      I peek at him, but he’s just standing there nonchalantly.

      At least, he is until Shawn doesn’t leave right away. When they don’t make a move to leave, Alec’s hands turn to fists at his side. “I said I got her, Recruit. Do you understand?”

      Shawn gives him a small salute and gets in the car, Matt trailing after him. I watch them back out, thinking I should have just gone with them now that Alec seems pissed off. Alec goes toward the driver’s side door, so I quickly scoot around the truck and hop in as he’s slamming his door shut. He rolls the windows all the way down as he takes a left out of his driveway. He grumbles to himself for the first few miles. His voice is so low, I can’t hear what he says. Eventually, his temper evens out.

      It’s interesting seeing one of the Ballers like this. I feel like I know him better now that I’ve seen him with his sister and at home. I’ve seen his parents before at games and at camp when they pick him up, but this seems more intimate. The only ever Baller I’ve been alone with before is Ryan.

      “Who was the guy at the football game?” Alec asks, interrupting my thoughts.

      I look over at him, but he seems pretty neutral about the whole thing. “Chase,” I tell him. “Chase Fisher. I guess he’s Christie Fisher’s brother.” I stare out the windshield, watching the country landscape go by.

      “Are you dating him?”

      My stomach twists. “No,” I say right away. “I just met him. At the dance.”

      Alec looks away out his side window as soon as I mention the dance. His jaw locks tight, but he swipes his hand over it to cover it up. “You did good at the practice after the dance.”

      I can’t quite figure out the tone in his voice, but he seems almost surprised. Or like he has to tell me that for some reason. “Yeah? That’s what years of putting in hard work gets you, I guess. You should know since we’ve gone to basketball camp together for the last few years.”

      “Yeah, well, I guess I wasn’t paying attention.”

      I want to scream. It won’t do any good, so instead, I bury it down. It’s just like them to act like no one else at camp was any good, even though we all know my dad only brings the best of the best.

      I’ve already looked away, intent on just keeping to myself until we get to my car, but Alec says, “For the record, I thought showing that picture of you at the dance was out of line.”

      I feel like we just crashed his truck. We didn’t. It’s still rolling down the road, but my brain has crashed and keeps repeating what he just said. I dig my nails into the truck door. “If you thought that was out of line, you should’ve been there when he did it to me.”

      The emotions from that night overwhelm me again. The fact that Lake and his brother held me down, taking away my safe space and my freewill.

      “I don’t know what to say,” Alec says. His voice is hard, like he’s sorry he even brought it up.

      Why did he even bring it up? Just because he thought it was out of line doesn’t mean anything. He still went along with it. “Just stop fucking talking about it,” I snap.

      His fingers curl around the steering wheel. We’re back in town, and we’re almost to the school. Thank God. I want to get the hell out of this truck with Alec and his freaking Baller high horse attitude.

      “I parked down the next street. Two blocks up.”

      As soon as he pulls to a stop across the road from my car, I throw the door open and slam it behind me. I take a second to look both ways before I’m already running toward my car. A door slams behind me. “God damnit.” My fingers fumble for my keys in my pocket. By the time I get them out, it’s too late, Alec’s hand is on my shoulder. “Tessa, please.”

      I whirl on him. “Why do you care?”

      The look in his eyes almost makes me stop. Almost.

      “This is what you guys wanted, right? Well, congratulations, but I’m still not giving up. You can tell your fucked-up friends that, too. If they expect me to go cowering back to Broadwell, they’re mistaken.”

      I go to open the door, but Alec’s hand shoots out and stops it. “I don’t want that.” His voice is so low I barely make out what he says. “I’m trying to give you a…” He trails off. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. I look over my shoulder and see the indecision in his eyes.

      “Don’t bother. I don’t want whatever it is, and I don’t need it.”

      “Don’t pretend it doesn’t bother you,” he says, his voice hard.

      “Why? So you can tell the rest of the Ballers that you broke me? No thanks.”

      “I’m not telling them shit.”

      I lean my head against the car. My body and my mind are warring with one another. My mind is telling me that Alec’s an asshole, and that he doesn’t mean a damn word he’s saying. On the other hand, I see the way he looked at his sister and how he tried to apologize to me even though he’s doing a piss poor job of it. I stand up straight, turn, and lean back against my car. “I don’t want to talk about what you guys did to me. Is that fair enough?” My voice is wavering, but I’m trying to keep it under control. “I’ll talk about trials stuff, I’ll talk about basketball, hell, I’ll even talk about personal stuff, but let’s not talk about the other.”

      He nods slowly, his green eyes latched onto mine. I have no idea why I’m even giving into him this easily. Just call me a Baller chick, one of the girls who hangs off them all day like it’s their job. Their confidence is attractive. What’s even more attractive is when a guy like Alec Christopoulos is trying to apologize to me for something he didn’t do. Am I crazy?

      We both just stand there awkwardly. I don’t know what we’re doing here. I just know that he’s not bullying me, and I like being around the Alec who I can talk about basketball with. I suck in a breath and hold it. “Do you maybe want to drive my car?”

      His eyebrows shoot up. “Really?”

      Under his brows, his eyes are a striking green in that moment. I hug my hands to myself.  “If you want. I’m not trying to throw it in your face or anything, it’s just…” I shrug. “Fun to drive.”

      Without second guessing, I hand the keys out and he takes them. I move around to the passenger seat and get in while he adjusts the seat and mirrors.

      “Don’t crash it. My dad will kill me. I don’t think he’ll care if I even tell him a Baller did it.”

      Alec smirks. “I don’t plan on crashing it, but good to know that my basketball skills will only get me so far in life.”

      He starts it up and grins as it purrs loudly underneath him like a caged tiger. “If you push the button to your left, the top will fold back.”

      Alec pushes it and then watches as the soft top recedes and folds, letting in the sunshine and the fresh air. “This is pretty cool,” he says.

      He pulls out onto the street, driving carefully at first. But when we head out onto the highway, he opens up the gas a little. Not enough to scare me, and not even more than what I did when I first got it, just enough to enjoy it.

      “Is it true you have a full-size basketball court at your house?”

      I nod. “Yeah, it’s pretty amazing. Not going to lie.”

      He looks over at me, his dark hair blowing in the wind. “It’s got to be amazing. Think of all the practice you could get in.”

      I nod slowly, my eyebrows practically in my hair. He starts to laugh, hopefully getting what I’m trying to say without saying it. I have practiced a lot. None of them should be surprised that I’m as good as I am. “Do you want to see it?”

      “Really?” His lips pull back, but then his face drops. “Maybe some other time.”

      Crash and burn. I turn toward the front of the car. “Yeah. Sure.”

      Alec turns down the next street before going around a huge country block to come back out on the highway we were on and heading back toward town. A few seconds later, he grabs the pocket of his pants. “Shit.” He pulls over on the side of the road. Dust billows in the air. He leans away to grab his cell phone out of his pocket. He glances over at me, his eyes serious again. He puts the phone to his ear. “What’s up?” He looks over at me and slinks into the corner of the car like he’s trying to get as far away from me as possible. “Yeah, I can come over. Give me a few.” He hangs up the phone and puts it back before pulling back out onto the road. My heart hammers away in my chest. I don’t know why, but I picture the girl who had her head on his shoulder. It’s dumb. I don’t know why the Ballers have this effect on me. It isn’t just me either, though. So, at least I can say that. “It rides really nice,” he says as we roll back into Rockport.

      He pulls right behind his truck, and we both get out. He hands me back the keys, and I grab them without ceremony. Things are suddenly super awkward.

      “Thanks for your help today,” he says.

      “No problem.”

      “I guess I’ll see you Monday?”

      A part of me winces. Whatever momentum I thought I was getting with Alec just had the brakes slammed on. “I’ll be there,” I tell him. My stomach knots just thinking about everyone staring at me. I wish I could erase the fact that they all saw that picture. I guess I should be glad they didn’t show it at the football game.

      He waves and then walks off toward his truck. I can’t help but watch him walk away. He’s bigger than the other Ballers, but not in a husky kind of way. He’s built. His body is made for grabbing rebounds and making sure no one else gets them but him. He’s also got the perfect physique for cracking homeruns into left field.

      He turns abruptly, catching me looking at him. My face grows hot, and I immediately get in my own car, my stare planted on my lap. I’m not looking back up at him. Definitely not.

      When I go home, I dig out old pictures from camp and look at how much the Ballers have grown. As have I. Even when I first met them, they had this bees-to-honey quality about them. Every girl wanted to kiss them, and every guy wanted to be them.

      In essence, I’ve never grown up.
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      I expected to get texts on Sunday to do Baller things, but they never came. Part of me was sad, but the other half felt relief. Alec was giving me really mixed signals, so instead of stewing about it, I spend the whole day out on the court, and then most of the evening and into the night laying on a floatie in the middle of the pool, letting myself drift this way and that. Ever since my mother had the fight with Dad on Sign-Ups night, I haven’t seen her very much, but she did sit out by the pool while I played basketball, making sure I had plenty of water and snacks when I took a break.

      So, this morning when I woke, I shouldn’t have been shocked to see a text from Alec on my phone. Pick me up before school.

      I was still wiping the crusties from my eyes, so I have to read it a few times. Immediately, nerves strike. I bite my lip, picturing him in my car, the smile on his face. He talked to me like an actual human being. I run my hands through my hair and then with a big sigh, I text back: I’ll text when I leave my house.

      A small section of the rebellious me just wants to leave his ass at his house, but honestly, he is the only Baller being nice to me right now. Maybe I can get the others to turn around too, and in turn, salvaging the season we’re about to have because there’s no way I’m not going to make this team. The only Baller I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to turn around is Lake, and that’s because he’s just…evil. I’m a direct threat to him. Always have been. He’s probably the reason the Ballers never liked me in the first place. I’ve threatened their five-person team since we all started going to camp together. As we got older, it just got worse.

      Hurrying, I take a shower and get ready before bounding down the stairs to the kitchen. Mom’s already there, a pale pink robe tied around her. She’s just turning the coffee maker on, and when I come up behind her, she jumps. Spinning, she places her hand over her chest when she realizes it’s me. “Tess, oh my God.”

      “You okay?” I ask, moving around her to grab a cereal bowl.

      “Out of it this morning, I guess,” she says. She looks at me and smiles. “It was so nice to see you playing yesterday. How’s everything at school going?”

      I shrug because what else am I going to say to her? The Ballers are terrible people? She’ll either want to move me back to Broadwell or take it to the principal. Neither one of those things is going to get me on the basketball team, so I’m content with where I am. Plus, for some ridiculous reason, I’m still holding out hope that I can win them over. Call me a Baller groupie, I don’t know. “It’s fine.”

      She puts the pod in the Keurig coffee maker and then turns again. “That’s good. Your dad says he wants to have a party here at the house when you make it on the team. Invite all the players, all that good stuff.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Dad wants to have a party here?”

      She dribbles her fingers over the counter and nods.

      “But he doesn’t live here.”

      Mom shrugs. “I guess for show.”

      I just shake my head. I don’t know what to say to her only, “We don’t even know if I’ll make the team. I need to concentrate on that now.”

      She pats my head and then cups my cheek. “Of course, Tess. You just let me know if you need anything, okay? I can start making your lunch. I can time your sprints.”

      I love that she’s trying. These are all things Dad used to do. He knew exactly what to put in my lunch because it was the fuel my body needed to perform well. We’d also spend hours out on the court. It almost seems lonely out there without him. I wonder what he’s doing for working out right now. He must have to go to a gym to get his playing time in, which is ridiculous. Mom wouldn’t stop him from using the court or anything here for that matter, including her.

      I glance up at the time, abandon the cereal bowl, and grab a few protein bars and stick them in my bag. “Got to go. I’ll see you later tonight. I’ll let you know if I have to do anything after school for basketball.” I give her a quick kiss on the cheek and then head out. On the way to Alec’s house, I eat two protein bars then brush my shirt down as I pull onto his road. I park in his driveway, and then I do a quick check to make sure I don’t have anything in my teeth or on my face.

      A screen door screeches open. I flip the visor up and look over at him. He walks out casually, his dark hair styled perfectly like he hasn’t had the time to mess it up yet. His bag is slung over his shoulder and even though I know we’re both in the same grade, he looks so much older. I gulp as I watch him approach. When he gets to the car, he gives me a sly smile. “Do you mind if I drive again?”

      “Oh…” I look around the car. I’m not sure what for, but it’s almost like I’m looking for a reason not to have him drive. “Sure.” I swing the door open and go around the front. We pass each other and Alec lets his hand tangle in mine for a second as we brush against one another. My heart thumps loudly. I’m telling myself it was just a mistake—an accident—but the other part of me wonders if Alec isn’t just tolerating me. Maybe there’s something more.

      Since the top is already down, Alec places his bag in the back, and I do the same before scooting into the passenger seat. This time when he gets in, he seems much more at ease. He rubs the steering wheel with a sly smile. “I think when I make it,” he says. “I’m going to get myself one of these.”

      I lean back and put my seatbelt on. “When I make it,” I tell him. “I’m going to have one of these and probably a Corvette, too. A purple one.”

      He chuckles. “Your dad would probably just buy you one now.”

      I look over at him, eyebrows scrunched together. “You don’t know my dad. Plus, there’s something to be said for buying yourself the cool toys. I don’t want him to give them to me, I want to earn them.”

      His head shifts just slightly until he’s staring at me. His green eyes are almost emerald this morning as he appraises me.

      Something in me instinctively reacts to his lingering stare. My pulse beats like crazy at my wrist. My heart flies up through my throat, lodging itself there until it’s stealing my breath away. As if pulled by the same invisible force, Alec and I start moving at the same time. Our eyes lock, we both lean in. His lips are full and part just before—

      His phone rings.

      I throw myself back in the seat like he’s shot me. My hand over my heart, I will myself to calm down as he pulls his phone out of his pocket, his complexion pale. “Yeah?” he says tersely. “I’m coming,” he finally says.

      Without a word about it, he ends the call, places it back in his pocket, then pulls around his driveway and back toward the school. The drive is quiet. The wind is whipping our hair around, but it seems to be almost challenging me, too, whispering in my ear as it screams past. What are you thinking? Holy shit. Alec wanted to kiss you, too. You were that close! Nooooo.

      We pull into the school parking lot because Alec, of course, is allowed to park wherever the hell he wants. When he pulls in, he heads straight for the Jeep I know belongs to Sloan. He looks over as he pulls into a spot, and I follow his gaze. All of the other Ballers are staring us down. None of them look all that happy.

      “Just push this button?” Alec asks.

      I look over and see that he’s asking about the top, so I nod. We wait for the top to unfold over us and then we just sit in the car for a beat after he’s shut it off. So, when the ass hits the hood of the car in front of me, I hold back a scream and jump. Right outside the windshield, Ryan has the girl he took to the dance pressed against the car.

      My stomach drops. He’s groping up the side of her body, his hand inching under her shirt. He keeps going higher and higher, and I hear her moan. I can’t take it anymore. I turn away.

      I turn right into Alec’s eyes. He swallows. “It’s always been Ryan, hasn’t it?”

      He throws me the keys and immediately pushes the driver’s side door open. I don’t even have time to say anything much less process anything he’s said. I hurry and step out, but Alec is already walking up to Sloan and Lake. There’s no damn way I’m going to follow after him now.

      With his girl still pressed to the hood of my car, Ryan turns to look at me. “I may have to borrow this, Dale. Seems like my girl here likes it.”

      The girl is glaring at me, but when Ryan looks down at her, she turns her full attention-fawning smile at him, then they continue to makeout. I hit the lock button on the fob and just walk toward school. For some reason, I can’t scrape the feeling of being used off me. Alec wanting me to pick him up, but he ends up driving. Alec sending me cryptic messages. Ryan practically humping a girl on my car. If he thinks he’s going to have sex with that skank in my car, he can go screw himself. That isn’t happening.

      When I look back right before I enter the building, the girl who was sitting next to Alec at the football games comes up to him and tries to take his hand. He peels it away from her and then turns his back. I walk into school more confused than ever.

      It’s always been Ryan, hasn’t it?

      I suppose it has, but maybe that’s because he was the only one who was ever nice to me, and that was only for a little while. Just one brief moment of bliss before it all shattered around me.
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      I finally see Dawn at lunch, so I catch her up on everything that’s happening. She’s enthralled by the idea of the Ballers having a pre-tryout master manipulation thing going on. I tell her how Alec drove my car, and I almost feel relieved when she doesn’t seem to care all that much. Don’t get me wrong, she makes the appropriate WTF comments, but she doesn’t say one thing about his ass or about how she used to want to pounce on him. That might have something to do with the fact that David comes over midway through lunch and sits down. I can tell those two have been very chummy over the weekend, which I can’t wait for her to spill about.

      While they’re making googly eyes at each other, Christie comes over. She sits down next to me and says hey. I look up from staring at my milk carton, so I’m not intruding on all the sexual tension happening on the other side of the lunch table from me.

      When I see Christie for the first time, she has a slight frown indentation between her eyes. It’s different than her normal self. “Hey,” I say, swallowing.

      She places her hands on the stool between her legs and leans toward me. “Are you going to text my brother back?”

      I rub my forehead. My brain hurts. I sneak a peek toward the Baller table. They’re all just sitting there, enjoying their lunch. “I kind of thought he wouldn’t want me to.”

      “You mean after the game?” she asks. “I think he realizes it wasn’t you saying he couldn’t sit there.”

      I bite my lip. Do I want to text him back? I don’t know. The only thing I do know is that I really wanted to kiss Alec this morning. I keep thinking about the way his lips parted for me. He wanted it, too.

      A threatening presence looms over us. Dawn looks up, her lips moving into a straight line. “Christie,” the voice says. “I have to talk to my recruit.”

      I look over my shoulder and see Alec standing there, his green eyes almost menacing. Behind him, all the Ballers are staring at us. “I’m not stopping you,” she says.

      “I need to talk to her alone,” Alec says again, his patience wearing thin.

      By this point, anyone else at the school would just leave. Not Christie. “Kind of hard to do that with a room full of people.” She looks back down at me. “So? Are you going to?”

      “Going to what?” Alec asks.

      “None of your business,” Christie snaps. She’s the only girl I’ve seen that won’t bow to them. It unnerves me.

      I gulp. People are starting to look over. Even David and Dawn are watching intently at what’s going on. David starts to stand, but it looks as if Dawn has her hand on his leg. I just need to end this. This is ridiculous. Everyone’s getting antsy for no reason. “Yes,” I tell her. “I will.”

      She pops up. “Good!” She leans over to give me a hug and then stands. “Chase will be so happy.”

      If I thought the space was filled with tension before, now it’s tenfold. Dawn practically skips away, but Alec doesn’t move. “In the hallway. Now.”

      I look over my shoulder at him. His face a mask of barely controlled anger. “What?”

      “Now,” he says.

      “You don’t have to,” Dawn says. She reaches her hand out and places it on mine on the table.

      Instead of snapping at her, Alec just looks at me with those pleading green eyes. It’s almost as if he’s trying to control himself but losing patience quickly. I stand, and Alec grasps my forearm as we walk into the hall together. He moves us to the other side of the vending machine where he pins me against the wall with his presence. “What was Christie talking about? What are you doing with Chase?”

      We’re so close again. I breathe in deep, engulfing every sense in his scent. “I, um, I agreed to talk with him?”

      “Why?” His gaze stares me down.

      My brain finally starts working. How dare he manhandle me out here in the hall. How dare he speak to my friends like that, and me. I stand straighter. “You can have control over basketball, but nothing else, Alec. That’s it.”

      He leans in more, and just being a breath away from him makes my heart skip. “Is that right, Dale? I have just control over basketball?”

      I nod.

      “Why are you going to talk to him?”

      I shrug. “Because he was nice, for starters.”

      “Nice?” he laughs mockingly. “Are you picking out furniture? Or a man?”

      “What do you care?”

      He reaches out and grabs my hip. I’m so startled I almost shriek. We just stand there staring at one another, our breaths mixing, and the front of my body firing off like fireworks at how close we are. “The last baseball game of our summer season is tonight. It’s in Preston. I want you there.”

      Because we’re so close and it’s just too much temptation to be surrounded by Alec and not touch him, I reach out and place my hands just above the cut of his hips. I suck in a breath at the feel of his body under mine. I can’t begin to put a number on how many times I’ve seen the Ballers without shirts on. It’s hot at camp in the summer. It’s only natural for them to do that, but it wasn’t until this last year that it was distracting for me.

      His body stiffens. He darts his tongue out over his lips, eyeing me, then slams his mouth shut before saying, “The other recruits will be there, too. Ditch after next period. We’ll be waiting in the parking lot.”

      I snatch my hands away from him, my stomach dropping to the floor. Silly me. I thought this had something to do with me and him, and not a Baller-sanctioned hazing thing. I step away from his grasp, and his hands fall away. “Fine. I’ll be there.”

      Looking away, I hear Alec swear, then the tension leaves with him as he stalks back into the cafeteria. I almost slump to the floor when I can breathe again. It’s like I just went through an epic battle, or worse, had to stand up in front of the entire school to give a speech. The amount of relief that sweeps through me is monumental.

      The bell rings overhead, and Dawn steps out of the cafeteria. She has my bag in her hand, so I walk forward to grab it from her. “Thanks,” I tell her.

      “What the hell was that all about?”

      “Just a Baller thing,” I say, rolling my eyes. No matter how much I wish it wasn’t, it was obvious it was.

      When she looks at me, I realize I don’t think she believes me. But I’m right, right? If every other recruit is going to be at his game, it isn’t as if he’s invited me for a specific reason.

      Behind her, Alec and the rest of the Ballers walk out. Alec avoids my gaze, but Ryan locks eyes with me, his stare hooded and speculating, almost accusatory. If there’s anything to accuse me of, I’m not sure what it is. Not that they can’t make shit up about whatever they want though.

      I spend the next period remembering Alec’s hands on my hips. When I do, my skin tingles. It’s the same feeling I got when Ryan touched me at camp. The same desires well up inside me until I’m almost squirming in my chair with the amount of heat I’ve built up inside myself just thinking about it.

      After class, I walk right out of the school and am surprised when no one stops me. The Ballers are already out there along with a motor coach. Alec, now dressed in a suit, is standing by as the rest of his baseball teammates head onto the bus. He sees me coming and waits. With his hand on the short railing up the steps, he says, “You’ll drive Shawn, Matt, and Hayes.”

      “O-okay.”

      He gives me a quick once-over and then follows the last guy onto the bus. When I turn, Shawn, Matt, and Hayes are already standing next to my car. Matt and Shawn’s eyebrows are both raised. Hayes, though, is just watching everything with that cool expression of his. Does he ever get mad? Riled up? The only time I see him show emotion is on the court. It’ll be interesting to see him in practice.

      We pile into the car as Sloan’s Jeep pulls away, taking with him Ryan, Lake, and a couple girls. Hayes has to put the seat back to fit in the passenger side of the car, which means Matt’s feet have to ride the hump. The Mustang is a sweet car, but it’s also not meant to carry a bunch of people, especially huge guys like Hayes. “You okay?” I ask, once he’s situated.

      He nods, then glances over the dash with its technology and sleek buttons. “It’s nice,” he says.

      Nice? Starting the car in response, I find Matt and Shawn in the rearview mirror. They’re expressions mirror mine. This hour-long ride is going to be pretty quiet. Hayes isn’t one for talking, and the rest of us won’t want to talk because we’re with him and he’s one of them. We do drive with the top down, which seems to make things a little smoother. Hayes’ deep blue eyes are almost shining as we catch all the scenery between here and Preston.

      “So, if RHS wins tonight, they’ll go to the playoffs, right?”

      I look back to see Shawn leaning forward in the seat, eyes on Hayes. Hayes just looks slightly toward him and grunts in approval.

      I smile at Shawn in the rearview and keep driving.  If this isn’t the most awkward drive I’ve ever had, I don’t know what was. Pretty quickly, though, we end up in Preston, and then it’s only a couple minutes until we find the high school and the accompanying baseball field.

      “Park here,” Hayes instructs. “Then we’re walking over to the diner across the street.”

      I do as he says, parking right next to Sloan’s Jeep, and then we all get out. There’s no one in Sloan’s Jeep, but that doesn’t deter Hayes, he just sets right off for the diner like he knew that’s where they would go. When we walk in, a delicious smell hits me. Hayes walks right up to the booth the guys are sitting in with the two girls and takes the last seat. Shawn, Matt, and I just stand there awkwardly until I sit in the booth next to theirs after getting leers from the two girls. Whatever.

      The same waitress who takes care of them takes care of us, but we don’t interact with their table at all. Mostly, they talk about a party that happened on Sunday at Sloan’s house. They relive the fact that they got drunk and went swimming all day. The girls giggle, so I can only imagine what happened after that. At first, I think about Ryan kissing his girl, but then I think about Alec kissing someone else. My cheeks burn at the thought.

      When we’re done, the waitress drops off both checks. Ryan suddenly moves in front of our table. He’s got a wicked glint in his eye that makes me wonder how I even crushed on him in the first place. “You guys got ours, right?”

      He slaps the bill down and then takes off, the Ballers and the two girls trailing behind him. I stare at their backs, hoping they can feel the dagger-eyes I’m giving them.

      When I turn back to the table, Shawn and Matt are squirming. Matt’s the first one to say, “I’ve got like five dollars on me. That’s it.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. They didn’t do this to us. They did it to me. “Don’t worry,” I tell them. “I got it.” I pull out the credit card I’m allowed to use in emergencies and take it up to the counter. The Ballers can think they’re fucking me over. The truth is, they really are. I don’t get an allowance. My dad always says if I want money, I have to work for it. I have picked up jobs here and there, but it’s hard to do when I have to quit once basketball season starts. I refuse to let a job interfere with that, so mostly I just ask my parents for money when I want to do something like every other kid in America. My only saving grace for this charge might be if I use the Ballers as an excuse.

      When I return with the copy of the receipt, I take a picture and send a text to my dad that I paid for the Ballers dinner. His response: Glad you’re having fun, Honey.

      I roll my eyes. Yeah, I wouldn’t call it fun.

      “Thanks, Tessa,” Shawn mutters. “I had no idea they were going to do that.”

      “None of us did,” I said. It’s not even buying the Baller’s food that makes me angry. It’s buying the girls’ food when neither one of them look at me, and if they do, it’s to give me a look like I’m a dirty whore when they’re the ones who are always hanging off the guys.

      I put everything back in my purse and then head out across the street with Shawn and Matt. While we were inside the diner, Preston started to get busy with cars heading toward the game. We end up finding the Ballers in the away team’s side. Before we sit behind them, though, Sloan stops me. “Tessa, why don’t you be a doll and ask if they need a water girl?”

      My hands clench to fists. I want to shove a water bottle up his ass. Shawn and Matt go to get up with me, but Lake says, “No, no. Not you guys. Just her.”

      The acting as a team thing must have been all talk. They’re actively trying to split us up.

      I turn and make my way down the outdoor bleachers. With a quick swallow, I step around the dugout. In Preston, there’s an actual dugout lined in wood, so you can’t see the players until they come out onto the field to play. The coach of RHS’s basketball team is standing right there, flipping through sheets on a clipboard. “Coach,” I call out, my tongue thick. I really wouldn’t mind being the water girl, it just pisses me off that I was singled out. I look to my left. The nice part about this is that I get a way better view from in here.

      He looks up. “Yes?”

      “Do you need help handing out water and keeping the bottles filled?”

      Coach looks around like he can’t believe I’m bothering him with this. These games may not count, but it’s obvious they take the summer season seriously. If they win tonight, they’ll even go to this quarter season’s playoffs. If they lose, it’s the end of the road for them. And I’m standing here asking him about water.

      A few of the guys in the dugout appraise me. From the opposite, Alec looks up from inspecting his bat. He sees me gesturing toward the water bottles, so he stands and walks over. “I’ll show her what to do, Coach.”

      Coach just walks away, shaking his head.

      My face is flaming. I can’t believe those assholes are making me do this. “Bastards,” I mutter under my breath.

      Alec hears me, but thankfully, he pretends not to. He points to two caddies filled with water. “Make sure everyone who comes off the field gets offered one of these. When one gets low, there’s a cooler over there.” He points to the opposite end of the dugout where he just was. I nod once, telling him I understand. “You can sit right here,” he says, backing me up until I hit the bench. It’s the spot furthest away from everyone else. He bends over me, and I immediately stiffen. I don’t know if he’s going to say something or if I even want him to say something. He doesn’t. He just stands back up and heads over to the opposite end of the dugout again while I try to catch my breath.

      Being the water girl isn’t that bad of a job at all. I was right in that the view of the game is the best from here. I’m so close I can hear what the Coach tells the players. I even hear the banter between the guys, which reminds me of being on an actual team. I’m fired up through most of it, making sure I offer the water bottle to every guy coming off the field. When they charge back in from being on defense, I just hold both caddies up, and they take swigs before dropping them back down again. Actually, most of the baseball players are nice. Not one of them gives me shit for being the water girl, and I even get a few, “Thanks.”

      Alec, however, is serious through the whole game. He doesn’t even look at me when he gets off the field after batting. He’s been on base twice and struck out once. There’s one inning left, and RHS is down by two runs. From what I hear in the dugout, they’ve been playing from behind this whole season. Coach is telling them that if they really want it bad enough, they need to get their asses in gear and play like they want to win.

      I’m leaning forward in my seat. We’re the last ones up, so it will come down to the bottom of the inning. When Preston goes up to bat in the top of the inning, they don’t score, which is a good thing for us. We already have to come back from a deficit, we don’t need to make it an even larger one. By the time the first batter goes up for RHS, my stomach is tumbling over with nerves. I want so badly for Alec and his team to win this game. I can tell they’re trying. They’re shouting words of encouragement to one another, and I can’t help but get into it myself. Unfortunately, the first batter goes up and is called out on strikes. However, the next player in the line-up hits a single toward the shortstop who botches the catch, so we have one person on base. The run to tie the game is now stepping up to the plate. At that moment, I decide it’s more nerve-wracking to be watching a game you have no control over than it is to be in the position yourself. At least when I’m out on the court and it’s a tight game, I can try my best to win it. Now, I’m completely useless. All I can do is cheer and keep my fingers crossed.

      The next batter gets two strikes right in a row. My stomach plummets. But the next pitch he hits goes into the outfield…and drops. I stand up screaming along with the rest of the guys. The player on first makes it to third and the batter makes it to second before the center fielder can throw the ball back into play.

      Holy shit. Alec is up next. I hold a breath in my chest as he saunters up to home plate. There’s one strikeout left. How can it be that this whole game now rests on Alec’s shoulders? Shit. Maybe baseball is more nerve-wracking than basketball? How can this be?

      Alec hits the first pitch and my heart beats once in my chest. It’s going straight toward the third baseman, but it goes right out of play. Foul. I catch my breath. One strike. Behind the dugout, I can hear the Ballers screaming for Alec. He looks cool as a cucumber even though I’m practically shaking with adrenaline all over. With the next pitch, there’s another crack of the bat. This one isn’t anywhere near the foul line. It’s going straight for the outfield. I stand, watching it just like everyone else. The left fielder runs toward it. It’s going to be so close. Eventually, it drops to the grass. I turn toward the infield. The player on third is just now tagging home base. My mouth drops as I jump up and down. The player on second is rounding third. Coach is out on his feet, waving his hands wildly. “Home! Home!”

      The outfielder throws the ball in. He’s throwing it toward third just as Alec runs toward it. He slides. Everything happens so slowly that it feels like forever until the umpire calls him safe.

      The crowd goes nuts.

      Alec jumps to his feet and fist bumps the air. He’s just hit a triple. RHS is now tied with Preston. I scramble for the water when I notice the two guys who scored are coming in. They slap hands with their teammates and then I’m there, holding up the water bottles to them. Their chests are heaving as they gulp the water down. “That was awesome,” I say, unable to keep my mouth shut.

      “Christopoulos has a way of always showing up for us,” the first guy says.

      The next one smirks. “Screw basketball, he should be playing for the major leagues and he knows it. A fucking triple?”

      I immediately swing my gaze toward Alec. Alec pursuing baseball instead of basketball? I almost don’t even believe it. I understand that he plays baseball, but…wow. That would change everything.

      I don’t have much time to think about it though because the next guy up hits a line drive past the first baseman. It just barely curves inside into fair territory. The whole team jumps up as Alec sprints toward home.

      They fucking won. Holy shit.

      The welcoming Alec receives as he makes his way back to the dugout is epic. I sit and watch as the high fives and butt slaps are shared all around. I can’t help but focus on that when it happens. I bite my lip until Alec walks right in front of me. “Water?”

      I stand on shaky legs, bringing a water bottle up with me and handing it over. “Good job.” I close my eyes right after I say it. Good job? Could I be even less enthusiastic? While we’re staring at one another, the crowd starts to cheer. The last batter up hit a fly ball to the third baseman. The game’s over, but RHS wins. “Congratulations,” I tell him.

      His eyes rake over me until I feel like I’m exposed. Bright green flecks in his eyes sparkle. Eventually, he has to look away because he’s getting swept up in the after-win celebration. The guys all line up and then meet the Preston players out on the field to congratulate one another on a great game. I look away, making sure that the water bottles are all filled. Once they go into the locker rooms, they’re going to need it.

      Alec is the last one to go through the line. The rest of the team heads toward the school. “Follow me,” he says. I grab the bottles and quicken my pace. The familiar sound of a small girl calls out to Alec. He runs toward the fence where his sister is gripping it in fierce little fists. He pulls his sister over the chainlink and gives her a hug. His dad slaps him on the back and his mother kisses him on the cheek. The Ballers are right behind them, waiting for their turn. He doesn’t stay long, just a few moments until he catches up with the rest of the team. I follow behind until I stand just inside the door to the locker rooms. As if someone forgot, one of the youngest players on the team comes out and grabs the water from me.

      I’m about to leave, but then I see him passing Alec as he makes his way out to me. His dark hair is drenched in sweat, making it reflect in the shaft of sunlight coming in from the open door. Droplets slide down his face, but I don’t look at any of that. I’m trapped by his stare and then his body as he comes right up to me until my back is plastered to the cool brick wall behind me. I open my mouth to say something, but he descends on me. His lips cover mine. I inhale, taking in his musky scent that makes my nerve endings fire. Before I know it, my arms are around his shoulders and we’re pressed against one another, his knee moving between my legs.

      His tongue sweeps over my lips expertly until he pries my mouth open. I moan into his kiss as his fingers dig into my hips, pulling me over his knee. The fire that was already there from earlier burns brighter, hotter. “Fuck, Tessa,” he says when I let him arch into me, and even arch right back into him.

      My heart is pounding out a rhythm there’s no ending to. I want to stay like this, wrapped here in Alec’s arms, feeling the warmth of his body and the teasing kiss of his lips.

      His hand reaches down, flutters past my belly which makes my muscles jump at his touch. He scoots lower and lower until his hand is resting at the peak of my legs. He presses down and I make a noise in the back of my throat at being touched so intimately.

      He tears his lips away. His green eyes burn into me. He rubs me there, his knee pressing his own hand into me. I don’t know how we’ve gone from zero to sixty, but I have a sneaking suspicion it’s all the adrenaline. I can’t lay claim to having control over my body right now. “Sweet, Tessa.” He runs his free hand over my cheek and then behind my head. He arches into me, and I feel his need for me plainly through his uniform.

      Holy fuck his uniform. I reach up, plastering my hands over the Rockport insignia.

      I groan, arching my hips into him, so he’s sliding over my clit.

      He takes a deep breath. “Fuck.” For a moment, everything stops. His eyes slice through me, staring me down.

      Slowly, he removes his hand, but it’s immediately sneaking past the waistband of my jeans. I suck my stomach in to give him room. I want his hand on me. Just me. They ease right past my underwear until his fingers press onto my nub. “Alec,” I groan.

      He swallows, his determination stronger and stronger. He swirls his finger over my clit until I’m putty in his hands. All I can do is squirm, waiting for my orgasm to come because it’s so coming. Right here in this little room before the locker room with Alec’s hands down my pants. He moves forward and kisses me again, claiming my lips while he swirls faster. My nails dig into his neck until I’m trembling in his arms.

      “Oh God, Alec,” I say just as I’m thrown over the edge, panting against his lips as his fingers slow to a sensual circling. He moves his knee, and I return to my feet, which I think I’ve been on this whole time, but honestly, I can’t think of anything anymore but him. He withdraws his hands from my jeans, but leaves his hand sprawled against my stomach. His now wet finger makes a trail against my stomach.

      He leans over me, his chin resting on my head. “Fuck,” he breathes. I can feel him swallow, but then he’s moving away from me. “I’ll meet you by your car when I’m done.”

      I watch him retreat, his fine ass purely displayed in the uniform before he slips into the locker room. I press my head back against the wall and try to get my bearings. What the hell just happened?

      And why was it so good that I want to do it again like right now?
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      When I make it out to the parking area, everyone else is gone. I can’t find Shawn, Matt, or Hayes anywhere, so I send Shawn and Matt a text making sure they have a ride. Shawn writes back that they were told to ride with Sloan.

      I worry over my lip, hoping I’m not being left out of anything again. If they’re going to some recruit training that I’m going to get points taken off for, I’m going to be pissed. Orgasm or not, I’ll light into Alec so quick.

      I jump on the hood of my car and lean back against the windshield. What the hell was that anyway? I’m not confused anymore over the fact that Alec wants me. Why he wants me when he and his friends have been terrible to me, I don’t know. I’ll probably never know.

      The sun is so bright, I close my eyes until I hear the RHS bus start up across the lot. I turn my head, shield my eyes, and see Alec walking in front of the bus toward me. He’s dressed in jeans and a polo shirt, his huge sports duffel filled with baseball gear slung over his shoulder. His head is down while he walks, so it’s hard to gauge his mood. Is he mad? Is he wondering when we can do that again? I sure as hell am even though I know it’s a dumb move. This could throw everything off.

      Then again, no one liked me before, and that was a sucky dynamic, too.

      When he gets closer, I sit up and dangle my feet over the car. The motorbus pulls away. The windows are so tinted that it’s impossible to see if anyone is looking at us or not. Alec slows his steps until the bus takes a left at the end of the road and moves out of view. Then, he drops his bag and moves into me, pushing my legs apart so he can scoot inside. In this position, I’m a little taller than him. His hair is now completely wet from the showers, but it’s been combed through. He looks so clean cut now that his dirty uniform is off and he’s in nice clothes.

      I let him make a move. I don’t put my arms around him. I don’t say anything. Chalk it up to being confused as to what’s going on. I know what I want to do, but I let him take control.

      He puts his hands around my hips and pulls me closer. The wind whips my hair, so I shake my head until it all falls behind me. His green eyes latch onto mine. “I’m sorry and not sorry that happened.” His gaze sweeps over my lips. “Actually, the only thing I’m sorry about is that it happened where it did.”

      I stare into his eyes. “I don’t understand,” I tell him, and I’m pretty sure that’s the most honest thing that’s ever passed my lips.

      His fingers dig into me, his thumbs passing over my skin in small circles. A momentary cloud passes over him, but then he says, “Is it enough for right now if I say I like you Tessa?” He looks away, his jaw hard. “I thought you were one way, but now that I know you’re different, I want to see what this is.” His gaze falls to my lap, and he slides his fingertips down my arms. “Maybe it was me being hyped from the game, but you’re the first person I thought of to share it with. I wanted to wrap my arms around you. God, I wanted to do so, so much more.”

      “We did do more.”

      His hand drops to my calf, then he brings it up, the pads of his fingers teasing my skin all the way until he holds my hip again. In his eyes, I can tell he wants to do more again. Now.

      “What about the rest of the Ballers?” I ask. His eyes flare. “I mean, they hate me, and if you think I’m just going to be another Baller groupie, you’re wrong.”

      “You think if you were, I’d actually like you? They don’t know the difference between a layup and a dunk. They don’t even know what position I play or the time I need to train or my stats. They only care that everyone looks at them when they’re around me.”

      I had no idea he even cared about stuff like that. With the way he lets some girls hang off him, I figured that was what he wanted. “The Ballers?” I ask again, not letting this go. They won’t be happy.

      His lips move into a thin line. “I’ll take care of them.”

      I roll my eyes. “Right. The insults and the incidents are just going to go away. They’re suddenly going to feel bad.”

      Alec pushes away from the car. He pulls his hands through his hair. “I can’t promise you anything, okay? So, if that’s what you want, we’ll put an end to this right here. Those four guys are my best friends. I don’t always agree with what they do, but they’ve got my back, and I’ve got theirs, always. We’re friends for life.”

      I turn away and rub the back of my neck. There’s that determination for them that I see in myself sometimes even after they’ve done something cruel to me. For some reason, I still keep trying to show them they should like me instead of just blowing them off all together. There are other schools in the state I could make a splash in. I didn’t have to pick RHS. My mom probably would’ve taken me anywhere I wanted. It’s the pull of the Ballers though. Sometimes it’s like I crave them. I would go with my dad to any RHS event just because I knew I would see them there, and I wouldn’t miss camp for the world. That’s why I trained so hard. My dad wouldn’t have allowed me to go if I wasn’t top three in the state. Spending the summer with them was just the extra motivation I needed to get up early or get my workouts in. “I can take anything they throw at me.”

      One side of his lips pull up. “Is it crazy that that turns me on? You’re strong, and fierce, and loyal to a fault. But aren’t we all?” he asks, his voice trailing like he’s trying to work something out in his head.

      I rub my temple, then pull my hair behind my ears. “The guys…they’re not going to be mad at you, are they?”

      “Ha.” He chuckles, but then he cuts himself off. “They’re going to be fucking furious.”

      My face pales. I go to slide off the car because there’s no reason to even continue this—whatever this is—but Alec slides right back into place until I’m practically only perched on his hips.

      “Trust me when I say that everything’s going to be fine.”

      I arch an eyebrow. “Trust you? Seriously?” Not fucking likely.

      “I can promise you that you can trust me from this point forward.”

      His gaze pins me. I so want to believe him. I want an ally. A friend. Someone who can make me feel like he just did. Someone who understands what basketball means to me and not have to explain anything else about it. “Do you want to come see my basketball court now?”

      He smiles, his eyes dazzling. “There’s so much I want to see, Tessa.” At his insinuation, he hardens underneath me. I squirm in his lap, but he holds me steady. “Not here.”

      “I’m not trying,” I say, my pulse already erratic.

      He leans back and pulls just far enough away that I slide down the car and his body until my feet are on the ground again. “Let’s go check out this court. Maybe we can play a little one-on-one.”

      The look in his eyes tells me he’s not using that phrase in the traditional basketball way.
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      The alarm on my phone goes off. I fumble with it until I slide the arrow on the screen over to get it to quit beeping. Moving to my back, I stare up at the ceiling. Part of me still can’t believe what happened. Alec Christopoulos made me orgasm. He came to my house. He likes me. I think…

      No. He said I could trust him from now on. He does like me.

      If Mom hadn’t been home yesterday who knows what would have happened. As it was, we didn’t stay long. I showed him the court, the pool, and only the part of the house from the front door to the backyard. Mom was on us as soon as we stepped in. She knew Alec, of course, and she had no problem watching us the entire time we were there. I could feel her stare on us as I walked him to the court. We made a few baskets, but both of us were uncomfortable with the audience. At least, it was that way for me. I don’t know why since Mom knows nothing about the way they tortured me. To her, they’re just good kids who play basketball.

      My phone buzzes, so I look over. Seeing Alec’s name on the screen, I scoop it up right away. Coach called an early morning baseball team meeting. I guess I won’t be needing that ride.

      I swallow. I lay back and groan. Going to bed early didn’t help get the night over with just so I could see him this morning on our terms. I kept running over everything in my head. Mostly the way my body responded to his touch.

      Another buzz makes me look at the screen again. See you at school though.

      How do I tell him that’s not enough without sounding like one of the girls who hangs off him all the time? No matter how I play it in my head, I can’t think of anything to text that doesn’t sound desperate and needy. So, instead, I go with, Cool. See you then.

      Be on the lookout for the Ballers today.

      Okay… I sit up, my bed sheets pooling around me. What is that supposed to mean? Um…why?

      I wait for as long as I can until I have to get in the shower or else I won’t be able to fit one in before school. Even when I get out, there’s still no answer from him. My heart starts thudding in my chest as I dress. Is this more Recruit things? Or does it have to do with me specifically?

      Mom isn’t around when I go downstairs and grab a few protein bars. Of course, because she’s only around when I specifically don’t want her to be.

      Dawn also doesn’t need a ride from me. David’s been picking her up, so I drive to school by myself and park a block away again just in case. Maybe that’s what Alec meant by his cryptic text? Whatever it was, I walk into school without seeing any of them. And I look, too. Mostly for Alec, but he must still be in his baseball meeting. They’re headed to summer season playoffs, but the team they have to play first is really good. It’s the team that’s projected to win the whole thing, so it’s no surprise that his coach called the meeting.

      Hands surround my hips, and I freeze. I’m at my locker putting my books away. The move is possessive, strong, reminding me of the way Alec held me. My heart beats like mad in my chest. Would he really touch me like this in school? The body behind me gets closer and closer. Something feels…strange though. Ryan?

      A husky moan comes. “I see why Alec got lost in you. Responsive. And these fucking hips...”

      I whirl, and there stands Sloan Ivy. His hazel eyes are a slight green today or maybe that’s just me picking out what reminds me of Alec in him. His lips are curled into a full smile, but it’s not a fun one. It’s discerning. “W-what?” I ask because I’m positive I heard him wrong.

      “Good morning, Daddy’s girl.”

      I narrow my gaze at him. “Screw you, Ivy.”

      “I’m thinking…yeah. I might just do that.”

      He goes to grab my hips again, but I shove him off. It doesn’t deter him. He just laughs.

      After a moment, he says, “So, you and Alec, huh?”

      I turn away and start getting things out of my locker. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “No?” he asks. His voice lowers as he moves in, his lips near my ear. “I think you do. I think you know all about how you creamed your panties when he played your clit.”

      My textbooks fall from my hand. The loud thump of it hitting the tile at my feet is the only thing that makes me move again. Alec told him. Not just that he liked me but told him everything. I shove everything into my bag and start to walk away. Sloan’s right there even though his class is in the complete opposite direction. I look over my shoulder at him. “Leave me alone.”

      “Not happening,” he says.

      I stop and turn. “I mean it, Ivy. I’m not in the mood.”

      When I turn back around, I land right into a broad chest. Looking up, I stare right into Alec’s green eyes. He’s looking over the top of my head to Sloan. “What’s going on?”

      “Just talking to our girl, that’s all.”

      I don’t even look behind me. I wait until Alec looks down, and then ask, “What did you do?”

      Sloan walks forward, his arm landing casually around my shoulder. I try to shrug him off, not because I hate his touch, but because of the way he’s giving it to me. He’s being patronizing. “Alec didn’t tell you we don’t keep secrets?”

      My mouth goes dry. “Alec?” I ask, needing him to explain himself. It’s one thing if he told them he likes me, but to give them such intimate details.

      He brings his hand up to cup my face but stops. “They’re my best friends.”

      “They hate me.”

      “Hate’s such a strong word,” Sloan says, his lips are a whisper against my ear, making me shudder.

      Alec gives a minute shake of his head, but I push past him and head toward my classroom. What the fuck was he thinking? I get to class and take my seat. I’m staring blankly at the notebook I opened to the last notes I took, but I’m not reading them at all. I’m thinking about Alec, about Sloan, and yes, of course, Ryan. A hand covers the page in front of me. I look up to find Sloan sitting in the seat next to me. Up the aisle, the girl who usually sits there is finding another seat. “What the hell?”

      He winks at me. “Nice to see you, too.”

      Mr. Schaffer walks in and looks around. His eyes immediately stop on Sloan’s. “Mr. Ivy, you’re not in this class.”

      Sloan leans back in his chair. “I have a free period during first, so I thought I’d get some extra study in for the next test.”

      Mr. Schaffer just eyes him, but shrugs eventually. What is he going to say to that? No? Instead, he pulls out a TV from the corner of the room. Normally, I’d be ecstatic because that means I can run through basketball plays in my head, but today, it means Sloan’s presence is going to bother the fuck out of me. Mr. Schaffer gives a slight introduction to what we’ll be watching and then shuts the light off, retreating to his desk.

      Sloan carefully moves his desk closer to mine. “Bad angle,” he says even though no one would say anything to him about moving, not even Mr. Schaffer who seems way too preoccupied with a book he’s reading. The first few minutes of the movie are quiet. The right side of my body burns. Sloan inadvertently keeps touching me. I have a death grip on my pen every time he does. Finally, he leans over and whispers, “You shouldn’t be so tense.”

      Slowly, I look over at him. His hazel eyes are dancing with amusement.

      Looking back toward the TV, it’s not a minute later when he says, “You shouldn’t give Alec a hard time. That’s just the way it is with us.”

      “The way what is?” I ask.

      Sloan leans forward and takes the pen out of my grip. He brushes his fingers against mine as he does so. “Relax, Dale.”

      I look away, breathing in so slowly I can actually feel my nostrils flaring. “If it makes you feel better, he told us it was super hot.” He leans closer, his voice nothing but a throaty whisper. “His fingers shoved down your pants, swirling over your clit, and then you coming apart in his arms. I got to admit, I was fucking hard when he got done telling us.”

      My face feels like it’s on fire and there’s a faint ringing in my ears. Inside, my stomach is turning. They know what we did. All of them. Ryan, fucking Lake, Hayes, and Sloan. “Why did he tell you?”

      “Just like I said, we don’t keep secrets.”

      “Not anything?”

      He shakes his head. “You’re fair game now, Tessa. I’ve been waiting a long time for this.”

      My brows furrow. I have no idea what he’s even saying, and suddenly, he doesn’t seem so keen on elaborating. He leans back in his chair, his jaw tense as he stares at the TV with the rest of us. My body is on fire from having him recount what Alec and I did, but that’s not killing my other questions. What exactly did he mean when he said I’m fair game? More torture? Something else?

      When the bell rings, he stands, pulling his backpack strap over his shoulder. “There’s going to be a Recruit thing during lunch. I’ll walk you.”

      With that, he leaves the room ahead of me. I’m not even out of my seat yet, so I stare after him. When I finally stand, my legs are like Jell-O. I’ve been craving their attention so much. Now that I have it, I can’t deal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      True to his word, Sloan meets me outside my class right before lunch. Five minutes ago, I received the text to meet everyone at Timothy Dale Court for a scrimmage. Sloan throws his arm over my shoulder when he sees me. I try to shrug it off again, but it’s no use. He seems to like it there, and since I’ve dreamed about this, I don’t try too hard to get him away from me. Other people are openly gawking at us, too, so that helps in my decision to leave it there. Let them wonder. Let them stare. They’re not the only ones who have no idea what the hell is going on.

      “How did you know what class I had?”

      Sloan shrugs. “I know things.”

      “What? Are the Ballers given special privy to everyone’s schedule?”

      He smirks. “Something like that.”

      When we get to the glass doors leading into Timothy Dale Court, he actually opens the door for me and lets me in first like a true gentleman. When we get there, everyone else is already stretching. Ryan stands when he notices us. “Good. Huddle up.”

      Sloan jogs away from me. I drop my bag close to the stands and follow him. When I get there, Ryan stares me up and down, his eyes narrowing in a way I can’t quite place even though I know it has something to do with the fact that he knows what Alec and I did. Speaking of Alec, he won’t even look at me. He’s quickly stretching out his calves as we stand in a circle.

      “First off, let’s give it up for Alec and the RHS baseball team for making it to summer season playoffs this year.”

      Everyone but Alec claps. He’s looking at the floor now. If I was more confident, I’d call him out right now for telling his friends what he did. But I don’t want Shawn and Matt to know about what’s happened between us. I wouldn’t want them thinking I’m getting special treatment. I better kick ass during whatever it is we’re doing today. I don’t want anyone saying I got handed anything. I’m not like that.

      “Here’s the deal,” Ryan says. “Since Alec is going to be busy with baseball and we’re—all of us—going to be busy supporting him, we have to move some of our Recruit times to school. Be prepared to lose all of your lunch time for the next week and a half at least.”

      I make a mental note to bring protein bars or even a shake I can mix up myself. It’s better than the crap they sell here anyway.

      “Today, we’re going to have a playful scrimmage,” Ryan says, eyeing us new recruits up and down. He pauses on me, but only for a split second. “You want on the team, you’re going to have to show us what you’re made of. We’re going to have a friendly one-on-one between positions.” Apprehension claws its way up my throat. “That means Shawn with Hayes, Matt with Alec, and Dale with Lake.”

      Fuck me. I look up to find Lake smiling cruelly. It’s a far-off smile that makes me wonder what he’s thinking in that sinister brain of his. For the first time, Alec looks at me. His gaze is serious, and it lingers, almost like he’s trying to warn me.

      Like I didn’t know I have to be careful around that asshole.

      “First up, Alec versus Matt. First to five.” Before they jog away, Ryan grabs Matt. “Be careful. Our boy needs to be able to play tomorrow.”

      Matt nods. I have a suspicion it’s not Matt that needs to be told anything. Lake cracks his knuckles and then bends over for a leg stretch.

      I’m not scared to go one-on-one with Lake. I’m used to it. Sometimes I win, sometimes he does, but he always plays dirty, even during friendly competitions like this.

      Alec peels his shirt off and walks to the three-point line, his jeans hung low on his hips. I can’t help but stare at the little indentations on his back or the nice hip muscles that curve down, the same ones I touched yesterday. His pecs, too. God, he’s got basically everything. Completely drool worthy. Like I said, it’s not that I’ve never seen these guys without shirts on before, but I haven’t seen Alec without one since he made me O. It does wicked things to my insides.

      Sloan walks by me while I stretch. His hand curves over my hip, his fingers grazing my ass. “If you’re a good girl and win the one-on-one, I’ll up the ante.” He gives me one squeeze and then sits down on the bench next to Ryan.

      My skin burns through my jeans where he just touched. Ryan stares straight ahead, almost as if he’s trying to avoid my gaze. It doesn’t matter. I need to concentrate on what’s going to be happening here shortly.

      Alec and Matt’s game starts, and from the very beginning, Matt doesn’t have a shot. He’s good. Everything is there. Offense, defense, but he’s got a problem with conditioning. It’s worse than I thought. I almost feel bad for him. In a way, it’s almost not fair because Alec is at the height of conditioning right now since he’s at the end of another baseball season, but still, Matt knew what was coming. Tryouts are two weeks away. This shit isn’t going to fly. When Alec makes the fifth shot, the final score is five to two. I can’t say for sure, but I’m pretty sure Alec was also playing it safe. He does have the first playoff game tomorrow. He has to be worried about injury. The baseball coach would kick his ass if he got injured and knew it was because he was screwing around with basketball.

      Alec and Matt give each other knuckles. “Good game,” Alec tells him.

      Matt only grunts. He knows he did a poor showing.

      I watch Alec sit in the front row and take several huge gulps of water. The very ends of his dark hair drip with sweat. I’m begging him to look up at me, so I can tell him ‘Good game’, but he doesn’t budge. He just stares straight ahead.

      Ryan calls out, “Hayes and Shawn next.”

      When I look over, the Ballers are all huddled now, sans Hayes. Most likely talking about what they saw or didn’t see in Matt. When they’re done, Alec stands up fully and puts on his shirt. He catches eyes with me, and I immediately turn away. So much for telling him good game, but the moment I saw his eyes, I’m reminded of how close we got yesterday. I can understand friendship and sharing a bond since you were little, but sharing that kind of intimate stuff? I guess I hoped I was different. I could see them talking about the girls who hang all over them. Hell, I heard them the first day here on this very same court. Maybe Alec thinks of me the same way… If he does, nothing like that is ever happening again.

      The next game starts. Hayes is really good. Shawn is, too. Their game is much closer, but Shawn wins five to three. When Ryan announces the score, I’m a little shocked. The game seemed closer than the score implies. They matched up well even though Hayes can play with the best of the centers. He needs to work on his outside shooting though, in case he ever finds himself with the ball during crunch time.

      I’m up before Ryan even announces I’m next. I do a couple tuck jumps to stretch out and then walk forward, slapping hands with Hayes and Shawn. When I tell Hayes good game, he actually looks at me. I still can’t read his expression for the life of me, but at least he’s noticing my presence.

      After they talk over that game, Ryan says that Lake and I are up. Lake comes strolling out onto the court with the ball in his hands. He hands it to me, one of those self-serving smirks on his face. “Girls first.” Never mind that all the Recruits got the ball first, he has to throw it out there that I’m a girl. Right away, I’m pissed. It’s what Lake likes to do. He likes to get in his opponent’s head even though he doesn’t have to. He’s a good enough player on his own, but it’s just his thing. I guess that’s what makes him a pure asshole on and off the court. He just likes to fuck with people.

      But I duke him out of his jeans and make the first layup. So, there’s that.

      He checks the ball to me harder for his turn. My jeans are limiting my range of motion. I almost wish I’d asked to change clothes, but no one else did, so I didn’t even think about it. My bra, too, just isn’t cutting it for sports. The girls are flopping all over the place. Not for the first time, I’ve cursed my breasts as an athlete. They’re just cumbersome sometimes.

      I slap at the ball and get it way from Lake. We both lunge for the recovery, but Lake pushes me in order to grab it first, then he does a spin move and shoots, scoring. I seethe a little at the contact. It’s nothing I didn’t expect from him, but I’m pretty sure the Ballers would call one of the Recruits out for doing it.

      The next shot, I drop back for a long-range jumper, but hit just off the mark so that the ball rolls around the rim and then out. I take in a deep breath. It’s still one to one, but I wanted to keep up on him. Lake’s like a shark when he senses fear or doubt.

      During Lake’s turn, he keeps working me back until we’re inside the foul line. He dips his shoulder and hits me good in the chest. I stumble back, allowing him the space he needs to make the shot. When he grabs the rebound and throws it to me, he’s smiling.

      “Friendly game,” Alec calls out.

      Lake turns to him with a glare I’ve never seen one of them use on the other. When I walk past him to take my place at the front of the key, he whispers, “Everyone always goes soft on you. First, Daddy, now Alec. You’re not fucking your Daddy, too, are you?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Dale,” Ryan snaps. “Friendly game.”

      Lake just snickers. It doesn’t matter. The only way to make him pay is by winning the game. This time, I do the same thing as last time except I sink the shot. Nothing but net. Shawn and Matt clap. “Get it, Dale,” one of them says. Maybe it’s just because they’d like one of us to win, but I hope it’s because they also think Lake is a gigantic fucking asshole.

      Lake make his next two shots, as do I. It’s four to four. Lake’s got the ball. I admit, he completely dukes me out, but when he pulls up for the shot, he misses. He swears, loudly. The curse echoing around the huge, empty space.

      “Come on, Lake,” Ryan says. The rest of the Ballers clap for him and shout more encouragement.

      I’m too busy thinking I can win this game. All I have to do is make the next shot.

      I dribble the ball, trying to fake Lake out, but he’s staring me down, looking at any slight muscle movement that gives me away. Finally, I just run straight toward him, but then dribble the ball between my legs, so it ends up in the other hand. I get past him. My heart soars. I take one step…two. Then, a hand catches my shirt. I’m falling forward, resistance on my shirt while a rip sound tears through my ears. Before I even know what happens, I land hard, my hands catching my fall at the last moment.

      I immediately get to my feet and turn right toward Lake. “What the fuck, O’Brien? You can’t understand English?”

      He laughs. “You just can’t hack it with us, Dale. Tell the truth.”

      I’m in his face now. He’s smirking down at me, and there’s nothing I want more than to punch this fucker in the face, but that’ll solve nothing. In fact, it might just ruin everything I’ve tried to accomplish for myself. “The truth will come out,” I say. “Don’t worry.”

      His eyes narrow. Alec calls his name and then he passes the ball to Lake. I look down for the first time and see that my shirt is ruined. It’s completely torn at the seem all the way to my bra. It’s just hanging open.

      I check the ball to Lake. It’s still four-four even though I should’ve had the winning point if Lake didn’t play so fucking dirty. Were the Ballers even watching that? Or do they lie to themselves like Lake?

      Lake pulls up for a jumper first thing. I jump a split second later but end up getting my fingers on the ball. The shot won’t make it to the hoop, but Lake lands and immediately takes off for the rebound. I’m behind him. I can only hope that he misses the layup. I run after him and the ball, but it’s too late. He’s got hands on the ball, and he’s drifting up. The ball bounces off the backboard and right into the hoop.

      When Lake walks past me, he hits me with his shoulder. I turn from the force and find Alec on his feet. His fists are clenched, and he’s staring at me. Shawn and Matt, too, are on their feet, but their faces are sinking.

      “Good game,” Ryan says as we walk off.

      “Bullshit,” I mutter.

      The area gets so quiet you could hear someone dropping their popcorn from the top row. “You got something to say, Dale?” Ryan asks.

      “Nothing that no one else here already knows.”

      “Watch your mouth, Recruit.”

      “She’s too busy sucking Alec’s dick with it,” Lake says.

      Alec turns toward Lake. The stare they give one another is a little scary. Scarier when I think that their anger has never been directed at one another. Ryan moves in front of them, blocking our view. “Get your asses something to eat,” Ryan says, directing his instructions to us. “And fix your fucking shirt, Dale.”

      I look down. Yep, still ripped. Not like I did it. I turn away and go for my bag. I pull it on my shoulder, using it to keep my shirt closed until I can get to my car for an extra that’s probably in my gym bag in the trunk.

      Shawn and Matt try to talk to me, but I ignore them. I’m pissed about Lake, but I’m also pissed at myself. I know how he is, yet I still let him get to me. All the way to my car, I seethe. Then I pop the trunk and look through my bag, pulling out a shirt.

      I slam the trunk, only to find Sloan leaning against the car, smiling in my direction. “So, I think you should know something, Daddy’s girl.”

      I close my eyes. What now?
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      Somehow, I find myself in Sloan’s Jeep headed to a small sandwich shop in town. When he realized I never got anything to eat, he told me I was skipping. I told him I didn’t want to, which only made him laugh. “People like us don’t need school.”

      I wasn’t sure if I should be grateful to be included in that sentiment or not.

      Sloan looks over at me from the driver’s side. “Aren’t you going to change?”

      “Aren’t you going to tell me what you meant by I should know something?”

      He smiles. “Of course. After you have lunch with me.” He raises his eyebrows. “But you probably don’t want to walk into the sandwich place with a ripped top. In fact, I’d prefer it if you didn’t. You never know who’s lurking and suddenly, the headlines will be Sloan Ivy, son of Senator Ivy, Assaults Girl, Rips Shirt or something asinine like that. I look at him like he’s crazy, but he doesn’t find any of this humorous. “You think it sounds nuts, but it’s not. You should know. I’m sure your dad deals with that shit, too.”

      He did, but since he’s been out of the NBA for a little while, it’s died down. And somehow, Mom and Dad have been able to keep their separation out of the public eye for now because they haven’t officially filed for it yet. As soon as they do, it’s probably going to be plastered everywhere.

      I look over at him and then sigh, resigned. It’s not like these guys haven’t seen me in a sports bra before. I whip my shirt off right in the car and then arrange the one I found in my bag before I pull it over my head.

      “Damn, Dale. No wonder Al—”

      “Would you stop fucking saying that?” I snap.

      I push my arms through the holes and then pull the bottom of my shirt down, hiding everything once again. It just so happens it’s a Broadwell Academy shirt though.

      “I think I hit a nerve.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because I’d like to think that people don’t just want me because of who I am or how I look.” Sloan goes silent beside me. I throw his words back in face. “You should know.”

      “I think that’s more of a girl sentiment. I don’t care about using my name to get girls.” He shrugs unapologetically.

      “Until you find the one and can’t trust if she even likes you for you.”

      Sloan chuckles lightly. “I’ll think about that when I’m worried about finding the one,” he mimics, making fun of me. “But that won’t be for a while.”

      “To each their own.”

      Sloan pulls into the sandwich shop, and we get out. He walks in nonchalantly like he’s not worried he’ll get caught skipping. It’s no wonder. There’s a huge RHS Warriors sign in the front window. I follow him in, and he takes a booth in the corner. An elderly lady comes over and gives us menus.

      “Get whatever you want,” Sloan says. “It’s on me.”

      “I can pay for my own meal,” I tell him even though he owes me one for that stunt they pulled before the baseball game.

      “Obviously, but I figured you might be like me. Just because I can afford to pay for everyone’s meal doesn’t mean I want to all the time.”

      His words bite through me. He’s right. When I was at Broadwell, everyone had at least some money. Hello, it was private school. But, the ones with the most were always throwing it around and everyone else expected them to, too. “Thank you,” I tell him, accepting his gesture.

      There’s a shift in the air around us, but I don’t comment on it. I just settle on what I want for lunch and then wait for the waitress to come back over again. We order, and then Sloan sits back. “I thought you played a good game today.”

      “Would have won,” I said. “If your boy didn’t play dirty.”

      He smirks. “We don’t know that.”

      “We would know if he didn’t play dirty.”

      Sloan just stares at me. When the lady comes back with our drinks, he takes a huge gulp, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. My phone vibrates so I pull it out. It’s a text from Alec. Where are you?

      Getting some lunch downtown.

      “Who’s that?” Sloan asks, trying to peer over my screen.

      I angle it back. “None of your business.”

      He smirks. “Tell Alec I say hi.”

      I don’t respond. Alec texts, Are you with Sloan? There’s something I have to tell you.

      Yes, and only because he basically kidnapped me.

      Fuck.

      “It’s so rude to be out to eat with one guy and texting another, don’t you think?” He reaches over and yanks the phone out of my hand before I can respond.

      “Hey!”

      “Chill. I’m not going to look at it. I’m just going to set it right here. You can get it back after we eat.”

      I sit back with a huff. “Like you actually want to eat lunch with me. You’re just trying to piss Alec off for some reason.”

      Sloan leans forward, his expression changed. “That’s where you’re wrong. Don’t pretend you know what’s going on here because you have no idea.”

      He slips out of his booth and slides into mine. I move over to accommodate him or I’m pretty sure he would have just sat on me. My heart careens in my chest. It’s been like this since I first met them. I can hardly be in their presence without panting. Though, it’s a lot easier to be in Lake’s presence. He’s pretty, but he’s a straight up asshole with no redeeming qualities.

      Sloan, though? In a way, I feel bad for him. We have similar ‘growing up in the public eye’ upbringings. Though, he always had the Ballers, and I never had a group like that. “What was it like growing up with all those friends?”

      Sloan turns to look at me. “All those friends? If you mean just the five of us, then it was great.” He leans back, his arm moving around my shoulder. It feels nice there. Comfortable.

      “Come on, Ivy,” I say. “Tell me something real.”

      His face lights up. “You want to hear something real?”

      I nod.

      He moves in closer. “Let’s play a game. A truth for a truth?”

      The back of my neck heats. “So, I ask a question, you answer it honestly? You ask a question and I have to answer it honestly? Sure. I have nothing to hide.”

      Sloan takes his time thinking of the answer to my first question. On the other side of the table, I can hear my phone vibrating. “I think…” he says. “I wouldn’t have wanted to grow up any other way. Those guys are like my brothers. When shit happens to one of us, it happens to all of us. On the other hand, when shit happens to one of us, it happens to all of us.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s my turn.”

      I steel myself. I have no idea what he’s going to ask. He looks into my eyes for a long time, then he finally says, “Do you like Alec?”

      “Yes,” I say without hesitation.

      “Just yes?”

      “What do you want me to say? Do you think I would let someone touch me like that if I didn’t like them?”

      He looks at his hand around my shoulders. My body heats.

      The waitress brings out our food, so we stop for a second. When she’s gone, Sloan says, “I’m convinced some girls do.”

      “Well, I don’t.”

      “Fine. Your turn.” He takes his hand away from my shoulder and bites into one of his chicken strips, waiting for me to ask something.

      “Your Mom and Dad…they don’t come to a lot of things.”

      His gaze flicks over to mine. “Is there a question in there somewhere?”

      “Are they still together? Happily together?” I quickly tack on.

      My stomach roils with the anticipation of his answer. This year, my parents aren’t going to be going to anything together unless they need to keep up appearances. And who knows if that will last. Or if one of them gets a boyfriend or girlfriend, they definitely won’t pretend anymore. Of course, when they officially announce it, all bets are off, too.

      His gaze softens as he looks at me. “They’re together, but they shouldn’t be. They haven’t been happy in a long time. In fact, they haven’t been happy since I was born.” He takes another bite and gazes out the window in front of us. “My parents do things just to piss one another off, and they don’t care who gets caught in the crossfire. But then when we’re out at some Senatorial thing, it’s all smiles and cheek kisses, and sometimes I just want to tell the whole world what it’s really like living in the Ivy household.”

      “What’s it really like?”

      He raises an eyebrow. Surprise colors his face like he didn’t expect me to care, and even though this is the second question I’ve asked him in a row, he actually answers. “It sucks. Think stiff family dinners when you know your mom just got back from vacation with her boyfriend, and your dad is screwing his secretary. It’s layers and layers of lies, so nothing feels sacred anymore.”

      I reach out to touch his thigh. “I’m so sorry, Sloan.” At least I haven’t had to deal with that yet. Neither one of my parents are seeing anyone else at the time being.

      He looks down at my touch. I try to pull it away, but he puts his hand on mine, keeping it there. “Don’t.” After a minute, he says, “My turn. What’s your end goal if you get on the team?”

      “To help the team.”

      “No, I want to know what your goal is in trying out for the team.”

      I narrow my eyes, but I’m pretty sure I know what he’s getting at. “I want to start.”

      “You think you can?” he asks, like he expected me to answer that way.

      “That’s two questions,” I tell him, not wanting to get into this. Like he said, they’re all best friends. They also all saw Lake cheat and none of them said anything.

      “You owe me one,” he says.

      I sigh. “Yes,” I finally say. “I think I can.”

      His hand squeezes mine. He doesn’t say whether he thinks I can or not, but I haven’t asked him either. Yet. “Do you think I can?”

      He releases his hold. “Don’t ask me that.”

      “A truth for a truth, Sloan.”

      “You’re asking me to say something against my friends, and I won’t.”

      “But I’m not, I’m asking—” I cut myself short. I have my answer. He doesn’t want to answer because his answer would be that he thinks I can beat Lake out. I want to smile, but the tension coming off Sloan now is off the charts. He’s not amused by any of this. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

      I pick at my food, eating half of it before Sloan responds. “Did you really like Ryan that year at camp?”

      The color drains from my face. “You mean the year you guys humiliated me in front of everybody? The year Ryan pretended to like me back, but come to find out he only wanted to throw me off my game so Lake could win Most Valuable Shooting Guard? The year he told everybody how sad it was that I kept following him around? Yeah, I liked him. When is everyone going to stop doing Lake’s dirty work for him?”

      “Is that your question?”

      I glare back at him. “No, because I’m guessing I know the answer to it already.” People like Lake never change.

      “Ask me if Ryan liked you back.”

      I scoff. “No, I know that answer. I want to know why you guys hate me. How’s that for a question?”

      Sloan shoves the rest of his chicken strip in his mouth and continues to chew while he wipes his fingers off on a napkin. When he’s done, he says, “We don’t hate you, so I can’t answer that question.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      “I already told you you don’t know what you’re talking about when it comes to the Ballers. Stop trying to figure it out.”

      “Whatever. Maybe I don’t care anymore.”

      “False.”

      “It wasn’t a question.”

      He shrugs. “Sounded like it to me. I know a lie when I hear one. You care, Tessa. I don’t know how you still do, to be honest. I ask myself that a lot. I’d ask you why, except I don’t even think you can tell me why you still care even after the things we’ve done to you.” He reaches his hand up and tugs on a lock of my hair that’s near my shoulders. The gesture is almost intimate in the way he stares at me while he does it. It’s just so Sloan. Confident. Teasing.

      My mouth goes dry. “What was it that you wanted to tell me?”

      He shakes his head. “I can’t tell you now.” He slides out of the booth. “Sorry, Dale. I don’t want to play anymore.” He turns and walks up to the front of the restaurant, bringing out a card to pay for our meal. While he does, I sit back in my seat and think about what just happened. Apparently, Alec isn’t the only one who likes to be cryptic.
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      I’m still thinking about the texts I got from Alec while Sloan and I were at the sandwich shop the next day. He apologized to me. One, for telling the Ballers every intimate detail of our encounter, and two, for the fact that he’s going to be very busy over the next few days. His last text still sticks out to me. I’ll be thinking about you.

      I want to stay mad at him, but it’s useless. In fact, it’s hard to stay mad at any of them right now. Today has been pretty good. Sloan has taken it upon himself to walk me to my classes. He even sat with Dawn and I during lunch for a little while, completely blowing off one of the girls that usually sits with them when she made a snotty comment toward me. He and David talked sports, mostly, but it was nice to have him there.

      Sloan and I understand one another more now. Or at least it feels like we’re getting there.

      When school ends, I meet up with Shawn, Matt, and the Ballers for Alec’s first playoff game at home. They’ll play one home, two away, then two home. Best of five games moves on. My days will be filled with baseball for the next week if not longer. I don’t know what Alec is going to do if they win this playoff series. It’ll directly affect tryouts, though I doubt he’ll lose his spot on the team or anything. The Ballers wouldn’t have that. He’ll just have to talk to Coach Bradley about it.

      Matt and Shawn stand close to one another just outside the entrance to the baseball field. I walk up to them. “Dale, man,” Shawn says. “That was an amazing game yesterday.”

      “Thanks,” I tell them. I’ve already put my bookbag in my car, so I just have my cell phone in my pocket. “Listen, if you guys want to do some training in the mornings before school, I’m down. Tryouts are coming up quick.”

      I’m saying this for Matt, but I don’t want to single him out. He looks up. “I think I’ll actually take you up on that,” he says.

      “Great. We can meet at the track and run laps, sprint intervals, that kind of thing. Maybe over the weekend when we’re not at a baseball game, you guys can come over. I got that court you wanted to see.”

      Sloan walks up behind me and drops his hand around my shoulder. He squeezes me there before he says, “Are you inviting these boys to your house?”

      “To train,” I say.

      He raises his eyebrows.

      Shawn cuts in. “I’m down with track training. Tomorrow morning?”

      “I’ll text you guys.”

      Ryan’s voice calls out. “Let’s head in.” We’re all wearing a variation of blue and gold, our school colors. Sloan holds back on my shoulder, so everyone walks in front of us. “Don’t get too close to the recruits, Dale.”

      “What do you mean?”

      His hot breath hits my ear. “I mean, the Ballers are kind of possessive.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m training with them, not fucking them.”

      Sloan leans into me, his lips barely caressing my cheek as he says, “I do enjoy that mouth of yours.”

      A tingle of excitement winds its way up my spine.

      His hand moves up the outer seam of my jeans, stopping just shy of my ass. “I also love that you’re dressed like any of us, but you’re still way hotter than the girls who flounce around in their tiny RHS skirts.” He nods toward the girl who’s been hanging around Ryan lately. Her skirt is so short, you can practically see her underwear. In fact, I’m pretty sure I’ve seen it several times. It’s funny how the same girls come around over and over again, and it seems like the minute one of the Ballers brings one in, she makes the rounds with all of them.

      Well, except Hayes. Hayes is still ice cold. He’s currently walking up the bleachers, head down, hands shoved in his pockets. If he weren’t so light on his feet, he’d probably look cumbersome or awkward. He’s not. He’s like a beautiful giant. I wonder how he kisses. Actually, it would be cute to see him bend over and a girl have to raise to her tiptoes just so their lips can meet.

      “Hayes is a good guy,” Sloan says, following my gaze.

      I tear my eyes away from him as we start our ascent up the bleachers. “I like him,” I say honestly. “Maybe because he doesn’t talk nearly as much as the rest of you.”

      “Ouch, Daddy’s girl.”

      I roll my eyes at the nickname he’s been calling me. I can’t directly tell him it’s not true because it is. I got a text from Dad just that morning telling me he’ll see me over the weekend. Hopefully, we can get some playing time in together like old times.

      When everyone else has taken their spot in the stands, Sloan grabs my hand. Suddenly, my heart is in my throat. I’m worried this will be like the football game all over again where I’m forced to sit next to them, but not actually be a part of them, like the true outcast they always try to make me feel like.

      “Sit with me,” Sloan says. He pulls me over until he slides in next to Hayes. I go to sit next to him, but at the last second, he pulls me onto his lap. I yelp a little, startled. “You like that?” he asks, his hazel eyes shining.

      I try to get up, but he’s got a lock on my hips. “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Sitting you right where I want you.”

      “Please,” I say, letting him know I think he’s full of it. A few days ago, they didn’t even want me near them.

      “Come on,” Sloan says, his lips pressing into my ear. “You don’t want to be left out again, do you?”

      My body goes rigid. I try to get up, but he keeps holding me down. Ryan and Lake are staring at us now. Their girls are, too. Lake, though, look like he’s holding back a laugh. The joke’s on me. I knew it was.

      But then Sloan pulls me in tight. “Truth for truth. Ask me if I want you on my lap.”

      The girls all start laughing now. I don’t even want to look up at Matt and Shawn to see what they’re thinking. “You’re messing with me. Stop it.”

      “Ask me.”

      “You’re mental, you know that?”

      “God damnit, Tessa. Ask me if I want you on my lap.”

      I lock eyes with him. Below us, the baseball players have just run out onto the field, calling everyone’s attention away for the moment. His eyes are pleading with mine, so I ask, “Do you want me on your lap?”

      He closes his eyes for a second, takes a deep breath, then nods. “I wouldn’t have done it if I didn’t want you here.” His hands loosen, allowing me the freedom to move if I want to. Then, his right hand travels down my thigh and up again, stopping just in the center to give me a quick squeeze. “Truth.”

      I lick my lips. Even if this is a joke, I’m going to enjoy it. Sloan’s hands settle around me as I turn toward the field. We have a good view of the first base line from here. Beyond all that, though, and however stupidly this might be, I actually feel like I’m one of them. That’s the thing about emotions though, you can’t make yourself stop feeling them even though you know how dumb it is.

      The game against the current number one team in the state is intense. You can definitely tell it’s playoff season because it seems like Alec and the team have to fight for each point they score. Then, our pitcher loses it in the first few innings, so he has to be pulled early. It’s still a close game though. We have to win here. Losing at home just plain sucks. Trust me.

      Sloan only leaves once to get us some snacks. When he comes back, I pat my leg for him to sit. Amazingly enough, this draws a laugh out of Hayes. Sloan, too, laughs, but he tells me to get my pretty ass up. When I do, his arms surround me again, holding our popcorn in one hand and a drink in the other. He also got Hayes a drink, which he hands off to him while I take the water from his hand and gulp some down.

      Alec is up to bat. He gets called out on strikes, but the last pitch was a great one. He should have no shame about that. When he’s coming off the field, I clap for him. He looks up and locks eyes with me. When he sees I’m on Sloan’s lap, his shoulders bunch. Sloan’s hands come around me tighter. Without another look, Alec slips into the dugout, and Sloan kisses the back of my neck, making all my nerve endings fire. “I think we just made big man jealous. I wonder how jealous we can make him.” His hand, half hidden by the popcorn box, rides up my thigh until he’s only millimeters away from my inseam.

      “Sloan,” I say, my voice hard yet breathless at the same time.

      His body hardens underneath me. “I need another truth, Daddy’s girl.”

      I clamp down on my jaw. I want to wiggle, but at the same time, I don’t want him to know how much this is affecting me. If he were just a little higher.

      “Would you enjoy it if I touched you right now?”

      I let out a breath. “What kind of question is that?”

      “You’re stalling.”

      “I don’t want to play, Sloan.”

      “I’ll answer the same question. Okay? I would enjoy the fuck out of it if I touched you right now.”

      I draw in a shaky breath. I didn’t think voyeurism would be my thing, but to think that anyone could see us right now, it’s both frightening and exhilarating. In fact, Hayes can probably hear us, and he’s so fucking tall that he can probably see everything. “What about bro code?”

      Sloan kisses my neck again, his soft lips a whisper against my skin. “The Ballers have their own set of codes.”

      I know exactly what that means. Just like I thought. They share girls because they can. Because they all want whatever scrap the Ballers give them…and I’m becoming the same.

      I stand, the popcorn in Sloan’s hand goes flying all over the people in front of us. The girl snaps her head around. Her lips twist. “Bitch.”

      Sloan stands, his chest moving against my back. He steps out around me. “Watch your mouth.”

      The girl’s eyes go wide. She stutters out an apology. The whole thing is just so messed up, I need to leave. I start down the aisle. “Tessa,” Sloan says.

      I keep pushing. Ryan’s hand snakes out and grabs my wrist before I can leave. “You’re watching Alec. Sit here or not, but you’re not leaving. We support our teammates.”

      I yank my hand from his grip. Dawn and David came in earlier. They’re sitting down a little ways and to our left. I’ll sit the rest of the game with them. It’s almost over anyway. When I slide in next to Dawn, she puts an arm around me. “What’s up?”

      She’s been too busy with David to even notice I’d sat on Sloan Ivy’s lap pretty much the entire game. That’s fine though. I need someone like her to keep me away from all that.

      RHS wins the game. Barely. Tomorrow, they have another game that’s only about twenty minutes away, and I’ll be expected to go.

      I sit with Dawn and David to chat while everyone else leaves the stands. Sloan lingers at the fence near the entrance, but finally, he leaves, too, after slamming his fist into the chainlink. Afterward, my phone blows up. One text from him, another from Alec. Sloan’s text is just a GIF of a puppy with sad eyes. I just shake my head and look at Alec’s next. I won. Do I get a congratulatory kiss?

      I tell Dawn and David I have to head out, letting them think it has something to do with the recruits and the Ballers, when really, it has something to do with just one Baller. You really think you deserve it?

      You tell me. I’ll meet you at your car if yes.

      I walk the block toward where I parked my car on the street. I’m sure Alec knows I can’t park in the lot. When I get there, there’s a note under my windshield wiper. It reads, “I think your answer would have been yes.”

      I swallow. It’s from Sloan, obviously. I recognize his writing and from the fact that he’s the only one I’ve been having a back and forth with lately about answering questions. He asked me if I would have liked it if he touched me. The answer is yes. Maybe too much. Probably exactly as much as when Alec touched me. Is that crazy? Do I like both of them?

      I see Alec come around the building and start his walk toward me. I get out of the car and lean against the door, my hands crossed in front of my chest. While he was in the locker room, I concocted a plan. My mom has yoga this evening. Afterward, her and some friends go to happy hour, which has often turned into longer than an hour since my dad left. The house is my own tonight, and I want company.

      Alec drops his bag in the back as soon as he gets there. Then, he leans against the door alongside me. “Well?”

      I turn my head. “Do you want to go to my house? I thought we could swim, work out your sore muscles.”

      “There are other ways I’d like to work out my sore muscles.”

      Heat pools in my belly. I hand him the keys, and he smirks. “Does this mean I’ll be getting a congratulatory kiss?”

      “You’ll have to come over to find out.”

      Alec doesn’t need directions as he winds the car up the hill and right into my driveway. When we get there, I tell him my mom’s at yoga and there are plenty of spare trunks if he wants to change into one or…

      “Or?”

      I bite my lip. “Or you can swim in your underwear,” I say, trying to seem calm about all this. “It’s all the same.”

      “It’s all the same, huh? I think I’ll go in my boxer briefs then.”

      My face heats. But isn’t that exactly what I wanted?

      I open the door for him, and we walk inside. I tell him I’m going to grab us some snacks and that I’ll meet him out there when really, I’m going to change into my bikini, then grab some snacks and meet him out there.

      Once he’s already out into the screen enclosed pool room, I run upstairs, whip off my clothes and change into my royal blue sports bikini. I walk down with a couple of beach towels and then head into the kitchen, grabbing every chip bag we have and then some waters before taking them into the sunroom and setting them on the table. The sunroom opens up into the screened-in pool. When I get out there, Alec is already in the pool, his hair slicked back. His penetrating gaze makes goosebumps sprout over my arms and then move down my body. His gaze never leaving mine, he says, “Jesus, Tessa.”

      “Are you hungry?” I ask, trying to hide the waver in my voice.

      He shakes his head, then follows me as I walk down the pool steps and right toward him. I move him back until his shoulders hit the side of the pool. The lower half of his body is hidden by the water, but his chest is a beautiful expanse of chiseled muscles. When I move closer, he takes my hips again. “Congratulations,” I tell him, right before I raise to my tiptoes to press a soft kiss to his lips. He pulls me closer, and sure enough, he was right about boxer briefs not being the same thing as swim trunks. I can feel every rigid part of him as he moves me closer.

      His fingers press against my ribs, then dance over them. When he pulls away, he says, “Can I ask you a question?”

      I lean into him, my breasts pressing into his chest as I nod. “Are you a virgin?”

      I gasp a little. I wasn’t expecting a question like that so soon. Biting my lip, I shake my head.

      “Who?” Alec asks, his voice hard. His fingers press into me.

      “His name’s Andrew. He’s from Broadwell. I broke up with him when I decided to go to Rockport.”

      “And he let you go?” He looks me over. “Fucking idiot.”

      Thinking of Andrew makes me think of Tiff, the friend I still haven’t heard from since I moved. Oh well. I guess we weren’t as close as I thought. I bet the Ballers never would let even a different school come between them.

      Alec’s hand skates over my ribs, then closes over my breast. I let out a solitary gasp. Did I just think the other day how I don’t like having breasts? I was wrong. So wrong. Alec lowers his head, dropping a kiss in my cleavage. “I saw you sitting on Sloan’s lap earlier.” His mouth continues over the curve of my breast, so I can’t even respond. “I’m glad someone is looking out for you while I’m not there.”

      His thumb passes over my nipple, and it hardens at his touch. I press my hips into his. “You’re not mad?”

      “Jealous as fuck,” he says. “But not mad.” He rocks into me, the water adding another element of arousal as it splashes up over my breasts.

      We kiss again, a tangle of tongues and moans until I’m pressed against him and he’s straining toward my center. It would be so easy just to pull our bottoms down and give in to what we want. So easy.

      I want to. I want Alex inside me. We both know it, but for some reason, we don’t. He kisses my forehead. “Plenty of time,” he says, before he moves my bikini bottoms out of the way and strokes my center with his finger.

      I tremble in his arms. “Alec.”

      “I know.” He strokes me again, then presses his finger inside me. I cry out. I feel as if I’m going to fall to pieces. It never felt like this with Andrew. It was like going through the motions, not some super hot I want it now urge.

      He moves his finger inside me, and I roll my hips into him unabashedly. Over his boxer briefs, I grab his dick, running my hands down it. “Jesus Christ. Fuck, Tessa,” he groans. There’s so many hands and fingers between us, but it doesn’t matter, we’re moving against one another until we’re both breathing heavy. The more one of us gives the other, the other gives it right back and then some until I’m so close I can scream. When my orgasm does hit, that’s exactly what I do. I cry out until Alec’s yearning groan cuts me off. His cock pulses in my hand, and I pump my fist over him until he shudders.

      Eventually, he pulls his finger out of me, putting my bikini bottoms back in place. I release my hold on him, the blood in my wrist pulsing.

      “I’m so fucked when it comes to you, Tessa Dale.” He leans over and kisses me again, his dark hair brushing my forehead.

      Ditto. My body is still trying to come off its high, yet it wants more.
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      The next morning I wake up early to meet Shawn and Matt at the track. I feel like I’m barely awake when I take the winding road down to Rockport, mostly because I stayed up last night replaying what happened between Alec and I in the pool. I’ve never felt like that with someone else before. Like I needed them. It was intense. Not an overall bad feeling, it was fucking hot, but at the same time, it’s worrisome. What happens if he decides to pull away and act like a Baller again?

      When I take a right to park near the track, Sloan’s Jeep is parked just in front of me. I get out and when I see he’s in the front seat, I march right up to him. “What are you doing here?”

      “I heard you making plans with them, so I wanted to stop by.”

      “It’s seven in the morning, Sloan.” No high schooler gets up this early to train if they can help it.

      I shake my head and try to walk away, but he reaches out his window and grabs my shoulder. “Please, Tessa.” It’s only the rawness in his voice that makes me turn around. I can see the bags under his eyes then, his trembling fingers even though when he notices that I see it, he hides them on the other side of the door. “I wanted to apologize for yesterday. I didn’t mean to push you.”

      How the world has turned… Isn’t that what the Ballers are about? Pushing people? Instead of saying all that, I place my hand on the door of the Jeep and look Sloan over. “You didn’t get any sleep, did you?” I reach up, my fingers touching the area below his eyes. Such dark, dark circles. “What happened?”

      He looks away and puts on a pair of sunglasses that are in his hands. “Nothing.”

      I look into my reflection from his sunglasses. “Don’t do that,” I say. Sloan probably knows more real things about me than anyone else at the moment. I don’t want to go back to hiding. “Are you okay? Is it your parents?”

      He nods once. “It’s no big deal though.”

      “What are you even doing here then? Go home. Get some sleep.”

      His jaw hardens. “Do you think it ever stops?” He throws the Jeep door open, and I have to take a step back. “Come on. Let’s whip Matt into shape.” He slams the door behind him and walks off.

      His shoulders are high, muscles tight. He’ll be in a mood all day, and we’ll all suffer for it. Shawn and Matt eye us when we come forward. Sloan stops short, crossing his arms in front of his chest, a scowl on his handsome face.

      I skirt around him. “I usually run a slow mile to warm up,” I explain to the guys, feeling the heat of Sloan’s gaze on all of us. Then, I unzip my jacket until I’m standing there in a tight racerback tee.

      Shawn and Matt have already taken off running. Before I can even go after them, Sloan’s hand moves around my waist, bringing me back to him. “I shouldn’t let you wear this.” His hand slides over my skin, dipping just below the waistband of my capris. “Not in front of them.”

      My head drops back at his touch. I’m caught between telling him I can wear whatever I want and liking the way his words make me feel. He doesn’t want anyone else to look.

      He kisses my neck. I try to turn in his grip, but he says, “You better catch up with them, Dale.” He removes his hand, letting me stand there reeling.

      Shawn and Matt are already halfway done with the lap, so I run to catch up with them. At least it will give me something for my hands and feet to do instead of walking right back up to Sloan and showing him what his hand could do to me if he wanted. But why would I do that? I chastise myself.

      It turns out, my slow mile is Matt’s all-out. I’m getting worried for him. I don’t know if he’ll be able to hack it. He’s got the skills but having talent has very little to do it if you can’t even get down the court to show them off. That shit might have worked in middle school, but not here.

      At the end of our sprints, the three of us collapse to the ground. We have just enough time to head into the showers before the bell. “Alright, let’s go,” Sloan says. He’s been standing there watching us this whole time, making it seem like this was a Baller-sanctioned recruit setup even though it wasn’t. Despite all that, I do feel bad for him. A few people have started to cross the grounds to get to the school. Some guys who walk notice Sloan and come up to talk to him. I grab my things and fold my jacket over my arm. I’m too hot right now to put this on. I’m dying. A shower—even a gym shower—sounds great right about now.

      “Hey, Tessa.” I look over my shoulder to find Shawn running toward me. He runs a hand through his sweat-drenched hair. “So, I was wondering if maybe I can, um…” He takes a deep breath. “Sorry. I’m just wondering if I can take you out sometime.”

      Behind us, I hear someone ask, “Is that Tessa Dale? Damn.”

      A quick glance behind me shows Sloan glaring at Shawn and me. Whoever he’s talking to is eyeing me up and down.

      “I mean, I don’t know if there’s something going on with you and Alec or you and Sloan even, it’s just…” He shrugs. “I just had to ask.”

      I turn toward him, a small smile on my face. I feel gross, to be honest. It’s sweet that he still asked me this even when I’m sure I look like a hot, sweaty mess.

      “Fuck you,” I hear Sloan say. When I look back, I find him walking toward us. He’s scowling. “Get a move on, Shawn.”

      Shawn’s eyes dart to Sloan. He goes to turn, but I hold back on his arm. I haven’t even answered his question yet. “I’m sorry, Shawn. That’s so sweet of you, but—”

      Hands settle on Shawn’s chest and push. The freshman center stumbles until he falls flat on his ass. “What the fuck, Loggins?” Sloan shouts. “Keep your hands to yourself.”

      “Sloan,” I gasp, mouth wide open looking from him to Shawn. Shawn scrambles to his feet. He’s furious, but he’s not dumb. He’s not going to mess with a Baller. “I’m sorry,” I call out after him. He shakes his head and turns, walking away from us.

      “What did he want?” Sloan asks. He’s still coiled up tight, one foot facing Shawn like he could chase after him at any moment.

      I turn to look at him, my temper flaring. “If you don’t know, why did you even do that?”

      “I saw the way he was looking at you the whole workout. I’ve also heard him and Dempsey talk. Plus, I’m a guy. I know exactly what they’re thinking.”

      I drop my head to the side and blink. “Are you serious? I came all over your friend yesterday with his fingers inside me, do you really think I’m going to say yes when Shawn asks me out?”

      Sloan rips his sunglasses off. They fall to pieces on the ground, but then he’s on me. His hand comes up to cradle the back of my head as his lips claim mine. He urges and urges until I open for him, stealing my breath. For a moment, I settle into his kiss, enjoying the sensations that spark inside me until I realize I’m kissing Sloan Ivy in full view of everyone coming into school. Also, I’m kissing Sloan Ivy. What am I doing?

      I rip away from him, his teeth catching my lip a little. My hand flies to my mouth. I bring my fingers away to see a smear of blood. “I’m sorry,” Sloan says immediately. He stares at my lips, the circles around his eyes much darker than they were even just before. I turn and run toward the school with a chorus of laughter following me the entire way. That is, until I hear Sloan telling them all to shut the fuck up.

      I run straight for the backdoor to the girls’ locker room. Once in there, I can breathe a little without Sloan’s overwhelming scent. I jump in the shower, my fingers coming up to trail over my lips as the water pelts me. Sighing, I finish, and then hurry and dress in the extra clothes I brought with me. When I step out into the locker room, Ryan Linc is sitting on the closest bench. His gaze drags down me, and I almost yelp at the surprise of seeing him there. Then, I just push forward until I find an open mirror and take out my foundation. I normally wouldn’t be caught dead doing this in front of him, but I’m at my wit’s end with the Ballers about how. Well, most of them anyway.

      “I heard about what happened with Sloan.”

      “And Alec, no doubt.”

      I can see him in the reflection, nodding. “We’ve talked about it.” I glare at him through the mirror. They talked about me, without me even there. He meets my gaze unapologetically. “I’m sure it hasn’t escaped your notice that your relationships with Sloan and Alec could fuck up the team dynamics. I don’t know how it’s going to work.”

      “I haven’t even made the team yet.”

      “True,” he says. “If you don’t, then we’ll have nothing to worry about.”

      I rub the rest of my foundation in and then turn. “I’m making the team.”

      “Exactly what I thought you would say, which is why I’m here.” He stands, placing his arms over his chest. “We’re putting the word out today that you’re one of ours. That way Alec and Sloan can calm the fuck down and won’t have to worry about other guys.”

      “I’m one of yours?” I ask, almost incredulously. “And you think that’s going to stop people from doing what they want?”

      “It usually does.”

      “Of course, because you’re the Ballers. You can do whatever the hell you want.”

      Ryan moves closer until he stops a foot away from me. I’m already pressed against the sink with nowhere to escape. “Is this not what you want, Tessa?” He steps forward again, and my breath rattles around in my chest. “I know how you react to me. If it’s the same for Alec and Sloan, why wouldn’t you let us claim you?”

      “Because you can’t claim a person, Ryan. That’s not real life.”

      “Do you want me to tell Ivy and Christopoulos that you don’t want them?”

      Dread slices through my chest. “No!”

      He takes another step closer, his gaze fixated in my hair. “Then let me do this. You can focus on basketball. No one will bully you anymore. Hell, people won’t even want to look at you anymore. If they do…” He trails off with the threat.  “I just need you to make me a promise.”

      My throat is suddenly dry. I swallow. “What’s that?”

      “This won’t affect the team. Period. You and I both have aspirations, and I won’t have anything fucking them up.”

      I stand taller. “You know how important basketball is to me. I won’t let it screw anything up.”

      He nods, then lifts his hand to filter his fingers through my hair. My breath catches. He used to do that all the time that summer at camp. “I like the new length, by the way.” With that, he turns and exits into a busy hallway.

      I sit on the bench he just vacated. It takes me a minute to understand what he meant by my length, but then it hits me. I cut my hair before the school year. My hair was a lot longer that year at camp, but it’s just a little past shoulder-length now. I sit there and think until the bell brings me to my senses. Then, I grab my shit and get to class.
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      Ryan wasn’t kidding when he said they were going to put the word out that I was theirs. I hear it so many times just walking the hallway that I don’t know whether to be proud or think I’ve made a huge mistake. When I leave the class right before lunch, I hear, “Don’t be mad.”

      I look up and right into Sloan’s bloodshot eyes. He looks like he’s high, but I know he’s not. He wouldn’t dare. He’s just tired. People are giving us a wide berth in the hall, but they’re also staring at us like they want the next headline to read, Senator’s Son and Basketball Princess Ignite. I walk toward him. “Are you okay, Sloan? You don’t look so good.”

      His lips turn up. “You’re talking to me, so that’s good.”

      “You’re so tired. You look like you could fall asleep right here.”

      He waves away my concern. “I’ll deal with it.” He looks down the hall, then kicks away from the wall. “We have another basketball thing.”

      “Okay.”

      “I told them how you guys were running this morning, and that it was your idea.” His fingers graze mine, and then they linger there almost like he wants me to hold his hand.

      My skin tingles where we touch. I need to talk to both him and Alec. Are they seriously okay with this? I know how close they are, they would never let a girl come between them, which is why I don’t fully understand what’s going on. I’m theirs. The whole school knows it now. “But all three of us did it,” I tell him, pulling my hand away finally.

      I hate the sad look on his face afterward, but then he pulls his hand through his brown hair, mussing it up until it looks adorably cute. We don’t say anything more until we get to Timothy Dale Court. When I first lock eyes with Lake, he freezes me in place. He’s pissed already, and I haven’t even been here all of two seconds.

      “Don’t worry about him,” Sloan whispers.

      Of course he would say that. He’s never been held down by him before.

      We practice outside shooting today. Nothing formal. Just one person taking a shot while the other rebounds and passes it to the person waiting. I kick Shawn and Matt’s asses, but let’s face it. I should. I’m the shooting guard. This is kind of my thing.

      When we finish, Alec throws me a bottle of water and then slips a sandwich out of his bag. “My sister made this for you this morning.” From the outside of the sandwich, I can see there’s peanut butter in there for sure. It’s so thick it’s oozing out the sides. “I’m pretty sure she drew a basketball in the middle.”

      “Well played, Christopoulos,” Sloan calls from the end seat. He watched us the entire practice even though I wished he’d take a nap. They certainly don’t need him here for this, and he won’t even be able to get some sleep after school because we’re headed to Alec’s away game.

      “That’s cute,” I tell him. “Tell her thank you for me.” I’m not a huge fan of peanut butter, but I eat it anyway. It’s the thought that counts.

      “They’ll be at the game tonight, so you can tell her yourself.”

      I smile at him, then my stomach dips. If they’ve claimed me in school, does that mean we’re involving parents and families and—?

      Lake stands abruptly. “Rhonda’s waiting for me, so…peace.” He throws up two fingers and leaves the court out the glass doors.

      “Isn’t Rhonda…?” I look at Ryan.

      He shrugs, a slow smile coming over his face. I’m not sure exactly what it means, but it looks sexy.

      The rest of the day goes by without an issue. I text my mom I’m going to be late since I didn’t get to see her that morning. I was right about her staying out late for drinks with the girls.

      After school, I meet the Ballers just outside the front doors. Ryan, Lake, and Hayes slip into a car with some girls. Sloan starts walking toward his Jeep, but I reach out to hold back on his hand. “You’re not driving. We’ll go in my car.”

      He doesn’t fight me on it, but when we turn to go around the side of the building, he doesn’t let me pull my hand away either. In fact, he slips his fingers through mine and holds on with a firm grip, his thumb passing up and down my thumb the whole way to my car. When we get there, Sloan gets in the front and Shawn and Matt get in the back. We’re not two minutes into the twenty-minute ride when Sloan is passed out. I’m a little surprised. I wasn’t sure if Ivy could calm down enough around someone to let him do something as vulnerable as sleeping in front of others.

      When we pull into the away team’s parking lot, he’s still asleep. I tell Shawn and Matt that we’ll be right there. They shut their doors politely as I hit the button to put the roof back on. Taking my seatbelt off, I angle myself toward him, watching his eyelids flutter. He’s always been the uptight one. It always seemed like he had everything in place, but that wasn’t it, was it? I feel bad for him. His parents fighting all the time.

      Sloan shifts, and then moans. The sound makes my cheeks blush a deep red, but what he does next makes the area between my legs heat. “Mmm, Tessa,” he says, drawing out the s’s. His words are barely discernible, but I hear it. I sit up in my seat, biting down on my lip. He’s having a dream about me. He moans again, shifting a little more. I touch his shoulder, trying to wake him up, but he’s out cold. So much of what Sloan does is on his terms. Making them claim me. Kissing me in front of everybody just because he wanted to show everybody that I was his. Right now though, he’s out.

      I climb over the center console and place my knees on either side of him. Then, I press into him, kissing his neck first like he always does to me. I breathe him in deep, smelling the musk of cologne he put on that morning. Once I start kissing him, I can’t stop. I kiss around the front of his throat, and then up to the area behind his ear.

      “If this isn’t happening, I don’t want to wake up.”

      I smile. “Stop talking, Ivy.” I take his lobe into my mouth and gently bite down. Then, I work my way over his jaw and to his lips, pressing a chaste kiss to the corner. When I pull back, he blinks at me. Then, I lower myself onto him until we’re nestled together.

      His hands move up my thigh and then around my waist. “I’m really sorry for acting that way earlier. I don’t know what got into me.”

      “I think it’s because you have a dick. It’s pure science.”

      He chuckles. When he looks at me again, his face is soft. “I mean it Tessa. I’m sorry. I should never have kissed you like that.”

      “Shh,” I tell him. Then, I cuddle in next to him, keeping my head on his shoulder as his hands come around me. “Let’s take a nap.”

      “What?”

      “I’m serious. You said you can’t sleep at home. Let’s sleep right here.”

      “But Alec—”

      “Alec will understand. Text him. Text Ryan, too.”

      I move so Sloan can take his cell phone from his pocket. I don’t see what he writes, but when his phone buzzes, he tosses it onto the driver’s seat, then moves his seat to recline more. I go with him. Before long, his breaths have evened out, and he’s sleeping again. I’m surprised when my eyes get heavy, too. Soon, I’m sleeping on top of him, my hands and head on his chest as his breaths rhythmically put me to sleep.

      We both wake to a loud cheer. I push off Sloan dreamily until he runs a hand through my hair. He checks over my shoulder, his lips thinning. “I don’t think we won.”

      I look over to find a few people wearing the other team’s colors, hands in the air, running toward the parking lot. “I guess not.”

      “But I won another way,” he says. He brings my hand to his lips, kissing my knuckles. “My parents are having a formal dinner with some friends on Friday. Will you be my date?”

      My eyebrows rise. “Really?”

      He nods, his lips grazing my last knuckle. “Please?”

      The way he asks me, so innocent-like, I can almost forget he’s done anything cruel to me before. He’s looking at me now like he wants nothing more than to take me to this dinner party at his parents’ house. I gulp. His parents will be there, and I already know so much about them. I bite down on my lip. “I will,” I tell him. “I’ll go to the dinner with you.” If only to see what Sloan’s life is really like, but I know that’s not even true. Already I’m planning on making this the best dinner party for Sloan. I can imagine they suck for him.

      His hands come up to run just under my lips. “I hate to be the guy with the dick again, but I’m going to need you to get off me, so no one looks at you like I’m looking at you.”

      When I look out the window, I realize exactly what Sloan means. People can just see me, not him, but it’s obvious I’m lying on something.

      “And if Shawn so much as breathes in your direction again, he’s off the team.”

      I sit up, my hips rubbing against his. He immediately grabs me. I place my hands right over his. “Don’t say that.”

      “I can and I will.”

      I lean over, nipping at his lower lip before I push the car door open and get out, stretching to my full height. Sloan comes out after me, the passenger seat already moved back into an appropriate position. Shawn and Matt won’t dare say anything even though I’m sure they’re plenty thinking it. When Sloan sees Ryan and Lake walking up with their girls, he meets them at the corner of the lot. Shawn and Matt are right behind him, so they make their way toward me. “What was the score?” I ask.

      “Five-two,” Shawn says, not even meeting my eyes.

      “Ouch.”

      “Yeah,” Matt says. “Alec had a good game, but no one else did. It was sad.”

      Sloan moves into my peripheral, so I look up to find Ryan and Lake already gone. My phone goes off, so I pull it out of my pocket as Sloan puts his arm over my shoulders. The first one is Ryan, thanking me for taking care of Sloan. I blink at that one, reading it several times. I decide to just ignore it because I don’t even know what to say. The other is from Alec asking me if there’s room in my car. “Tell him yes,” Sloan says.

      “You’re reading my texts?”

      He just smiles in response, but I do what he says. Then, I look up at Shawn and Matt. “Alec’s riding with us. We just have to wait until he takes a shower.”

      We all fall into easy conversation when Sloan asks about the game. I’m shifting from foot to foot until I see Alec emerge around the side of the team bus. I hold myself back as long as I can from going to him, but then I just can’t stand it. I walk over and put my arms around him. “I’m sorry about the game.”

      His free hand comes around my shoulders as he kisses the side of my head. “There’s always tomorrow.”

      We walk back to the car together, and I open the trunk, so Alec can drop his bag in the back. When we come around, Sloan doesn’t look upset that I hugged Alec in front of him. It’s just kind of…different than how I think normal relationships are supposed to work. Shawn, Matt, and Sloan go to get in the back, but they’re squished. “I’m not sure this is going to work,” Sloan says. “I’ll drive, you get in the back, and Alec will ride shotgun.” Alec makes a noise, so Sloan looks over at him. “On second thought—”

      “You’re not driving,” I interrupt, giving him a look so he knows I don’t want to say how tired he is in front of Matt and Shawn.

      “Fine,” he grinds out. “Alec, you’re driving.” Alec plucks the keys from my hand and is already headed toward the driver’s seat. “Shawn, you take shotgun, and Matt, Tessa, and I will sit in the back.”

      Matt stays where he is as Shawn gets in the front. I get in the back first since I’m smallest and will most likely have to ride the hump, but then Sloan gets in. As soon as he sits, he drags me onto his lap. “You belong here,” he whispers into my ear.

      I settle in, dropping my feet to the center of the car and letting Sloan’s long arms envelop me. Soon, Alec is pulling out of the parking lot and pointing us back toward Rockport. Sloan falls asleep for a little while longer, his head on my shoulder. I revel in his deep, easy breaths until Alec drops off Matt and then Shawn. He looks at me through the rearview mirror. “His car’s at the school, right?”

      I nod. “He’s too tired.”

      “Well, we can either drop him home now, though he’ll be pissed if he doesn’t have access to his car, or we’re better off going to the school. I’ll drive his car to his house, and you follow with him.”

      I nod in agreement.

      Alec pulls the Mustang away from the curb gently. Shawn only lives a few blocks from the school, so we’re there in no time. When we pull in and I start to move, Sloan’s arms tighten around me. I pat his hand. “It’s okay. We’re at the school.”

      His eyes open, then he pulls his hands away from me to wipe down his face. “Do you understand how comfortable you are, Dale?”

      Alec laughs.

      “I’m confident enough to let that slide, Christopoulos.”

      Alec opens the door and gets out. I unfold myself from the car, too, and move around to the front. Sloan starts to go toward his Jeep, but Alec stops him. “You’re riding with Tessa. I’m driving your car to your house. You’re following me.”

      “I can drive,” Sloan says.

      “I didn’t say you couldn’t.”

      I place my hand on Sloan’s back. His muscles tighten in response. “It’s better this way,” I tell him.

      He groans. “No fair sending the sexy girl to talk me down.”

      Alec winks. “See you at the house.” He holds his hand out for Sloan’s keys.

      Sloan digs around in his pocket for them and tosses them at his friend. “Thanks for letting me spend more time with our girl.”

      “Wait ‘till we drop you off,” Alec calls out over his shoulder.

      Sloan freezes. “I don’t think I’ve ever hated him more,” he says, but his tone is teasing.

      “Get in the car,” I tell him, giving him a slight push.

      I follow Sloan’s Jeep until we pull up to a house on the very outskirts of town. It’s weird because all the houses are close together except for his. It’s like the town just stopped, and then it’s suddenly country with a huge house. The house is old, not new like mine, but it has tons of character and charm. “It’s so pretty,” I tell him.

      “It’s a facade,” Sloan says without skipping a beat. He pushes his car door open and steps out. I’m right behind him, meeting him and Alec on the sidewalk that leads up to the house.

      “Do you want us to come in?” Alec asks.

      Sloan peeks at me. “Not a good time. But Friday,” he says to me. “Friday you can see inside the place.”

      Sloan leans over and gives me a kiss on the cheek after bro hugging Alec. Then, he walks up the sidewalk with his hands in his pockets.

      Alec and I get in my car, and I turn it around. Alec lives on the complete opposite side of town. “You know why he didn’t want you to come in, right?”

      I shake my head.

      Alec sighs and drops his head back on the seat. “His parents hate each other. I’m guessing Friday is some sort of dinner party he’s invited you to?”

      I lick my lips and nod.

      “They’ll be putting on a show that day. Trust me, any other day and it can get ugly. He mostly hangs out in his room with his music on.”

      I swallow, emotion trying to crawl its way up my throat. I’d hate to have grown up like that. I can’t stand it now that my parents don’t like to be in the same room with one another. I can’t imagine that being my normal.
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      Even though Alec and his baseball team won the first game at home, they lose the next three games straight. Every day we run drills during lunch and go to Alec’s games in the evening to watch. It’s a mandatory thing the Ballers make us do, but it’s something I would do anyway now. Every morning, I meet Matt at the track and run sprints. Shawn hasn’t showed since the first day when Sloan went off on him, so I guess I’m not surprised at that. A little annoyed maybe, but in some weird way the way Sloan went all caveman on him because of me makes me…happy. It’s so lame. Trust me, I already know. Here I am pushing for more women’s right with the basketball stuff. We should be created equal and all that, and then one guy makes a scene because he doesn’t want another hitting on me, and I’m a pile of goo at his feet. Hormones, man. I don’t know what else to say about that.

      Over those days, Sloan looks better rested, or he’s just good at hiding it. We don’t have to sleep in my car anymore even though he texts me good night now. I don’t know if it’s to reassure me that he’s getting some sleep, or if it’s because he actually wants to text me good night, but it’s another win for me. It’s like I’m finally being accepted.

      Alec? Well, since his team stopped winning, he’s been pretty intent on baseball. The Ballers even let him skip out on recruit things during lunch so he can go into the batting cages, almost as if he could singlehandedly bring them back from losing the playoff games. Alec took it really hard when they lost the last game. Really hard. A part of me thought he would be relieved knowing it wouldn’t interfere with basketball, but it was the opposite. I’m chalking it up to someone who’s just so driven he doesn’t ever want to lose, even during a season that doesn’t officially count.

      I can’t blame him. I take basketball camp just as seriously as my regular season games.

      “I’m going to pick you up tonight,” Sloan says, his hand trails down my arm. It’s the first evening we don’t have to do anything related to baseball, so I half expect Ryan to ruin our plans. I caught him when the last out was made during the last playoff game. His shoulders relaxed. He was relieved even if Alec wasn’t. Ryan Linc is truly the point guard in the Ballers real life, too. He likes to make sure everything is planned out ahead of time and moving along smoothly.

      “Yeah?” I ask. He’s walking me out to my car at the end of the day. He told me I can park in the lot again, even Ryan grunted out an agreement, but I don’t think so. “What should I wear anyway? A dress?”

      Sloan bites his lip then scales down my body. I push his shoulder. He smiles. “Yes, a dress or a skirt. Something fancy but not too fancy.”

      “Your parents know I’m coming, right?”

      His face pinches into a scowl. “Yes. They can’t wait to meet Timothy Dale’s daughter.”

      “I’ve met them before.”

      He smirks. “I know that. You know that. They’re clueless. They like to do this thing when greeting someone where it’s ambiguous if they’ve met the person before. You’ll see.” He leans down and kisses my forehead. “Five-thirty, Daddy’s girl.”

      I get in my car and drive home. When I get there, my mom is dusting the living room. I’m glad to see her doing that again. She’s a neat freak, but she let the house go when Dad left. And by let the house go, I just mean that it looks like everyone else’s house in America instead of a place you can’t set a dish down without her freaking out. I walk up behind her and give her a hug. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” she says.

      I squeeze her tighter. She’s even gained a little weight. Good. Going out for those happy hours is great for her. “I think you missed a spot,” I say teasingly.

      She whirls toward the TV stand, but as soon as she does it, her shoulders slump. “Ha. Ha. Regular comedian.” Now this, this feels natural.

      “What got you in the cleaning mood today?”

      She shrugs, then plops down in the leather couch. “I’m just trying to get back to my old self little by little. Or maybe my new self but add in the things that used to make me happy.” She always said cleaning made her happy every time my dad suggested we get a maid. I have no idea what’s in her head, but it’s not in mine. Cleaning is the worst. Especially when your mom is the clean Nazi who’ll inspect your bedroom. If it’s not up to standards, she cleans it herself, which a teenage girl never wants.

      “That’s good, Mom.” I kind of want to ask her if she’s spoken to Dad lately, but since she’s having this epiphany of moving on, I don’t want to push it. So, instead, I say, “I have a date tonight.”

      “Andrew?” she asks, eyebrows raising.

      “Ha. No,” I tell her. “Sloan Ivy.”

      She tilts her head. “The Senator’s son, right? Plays basketball?”

      “That’s him. I guess there’s a dinner at his parents’ house tonight, and he’s invited me.” I don’t know why I’m worried about what my mom will say. Maybe because I also haven’t told her I’m seeing Alec at the same time. She’s going to think it’s weird. Hell, I think it’s weird, but if they don’t care, I’m certainly not going to care.

      “Good, Tess. That’s great. You’ve been so involved with basketball lately that it will be good for you to get out and have fun.” She stands up and continues to dust. “I don’t understand why tryouts haven’t even started yet and you’re already so busy.”

      I stare up at her, regret setting in. Maybe I’m leaving her alone too much. Dad left her, and now I’m too busy. The only thing is, I don’t see a way out of it. I’ll just have to try harder and encourage her to go out with her friends instead of staying home. “I know,” I say. “I guess it’s just tradition.”

      Her shoulders move up slightly. I bite my lip and look around the house. The place seems so big with just the two of us in it. Dad was larger than life, his presence everywhere you looked with loud stories, invitation announcements, and basketball, basketball, basketball.

      “Can you help me pick the perfect outfit out for tonight? I guess it’s Mr. and Mrs. Ivy with a few of their friends. Sloan told me to where something fancy, but not too fancy.”

      Mom turns, a smile on her face. “Men and their descriptions. What does fancy but not too fancy even mean?”

      “Good question.”

      Her eyes glitter, and she waves me toward the stairs. “Come on. I’m sure you’ve got something. Lord knows we’ve gone to plenty of parties.”

      My mom and I spend the next couple hours picking out the perfect outfit and styling my hair. We don’t always get to do this because I’m not usually the ‘let’s do my hair’ kind of girl. Don’t get me wrong, I love to dress up, but I don’t need to dress up to practice, train, or play and I’m always practicing, training, and playing.

      When Sloan rings the doorbell, my mom squeezes my shoulder as we look in the mirror. Then, she goes downstairs to let him in as I turn in the outfit we picked out. It’s a sleek navy blue dress that hugs my body but has a little flair to the skirt after my hips. Downstairs, I hear Sloan and my mom making small talk, so I hurry. The small heel I’m wearing doesn’t bother me as I descend the staircase. I’m not one for high heels. I’d spend the whole time tripping all over myself.

      At the bottom of the steps, Sloan looks up past my mom once he hears me. His jaw drops a little and suddenly, I feel like I’m going to prom or something. “Too much?”

      He shakes his head immediately. “It’s perfect. It’s just I’m used to seeing you in regular clothes or workout clothes.”

      I gesture toward him. “You, too.” He’s wearing a dark gray suit with no tie. His hands are in his pockets, pushing his suit jacket back which only accentuates his toned figure. His brown hair is usually styled in a messy way. It still is tonight, but it’s in a gelled messy way that looks like he tried.

      “Aren’t you two cute?” my mom says.

      I blush hardcore and end up running down the rest of the stairs. I lean over to give my mom a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll be back later.”

      “Have fun,” she calls out after us as Sloan opens the door.

      A shiny black car is parked in the driveway. “What’s this?”

      He shrugs. “Borrowed my dad’s beamer. I can’t take someone who looks as sexy as you around in a Jeep.”

      I push his shoulder. “I like your Jeep.”

      He pulls the passenger side door open for me and helps me in. Once I’m settled, he goes around the front and then stretches out in the driver’s seat. He looks over at me again. “You look beautiful, Tessa. My mother’s bitchy friends are going to be so jealous.”

      “Jealous?”

      “You know, because they’re old now and not even a hundred-dollar cream can make them look like they’re seventeen again.”

      I shake my head, my chest bursting with laughter. “You’re awful.”

      He starts the car, which turns on much quieter than my Mustang. It hums underneath us like a gentle purr. “I would never say I wasn’t.” He keeps staring at me, his body half turned in the seat. “I kind of want to take you anywhere but my house right now. You’re too good for that.”

      The way he says it catches my attention. Normally, I would just chalk this up as a Sloan thing to say, but there’s an emotion behind it that makes me think he’s got a million thoughts behind what he just said. Even though he looks better now, I still remember his tired eyes and the way he looked like he could burst at any moment. Reaching over, I grab his hand and squeeze. “I’m looking forward to this.”

      He turns in the seat, dropping my hand. “Why?”

      “Does because you’re going to be there count?”

      He shakes his head, and then pulls out of the driveway. He doesn’t talk for a little while, but his fingers move, his eyes flash. He’s definitely thinking about something. The thing with Sloan is, I never know when I should pry and when I should keep my mouth shut. Eventually, he says, “I’m worried about what you’ll think of me after this.”

      “Sloan, seriously?” It’s not like he hasn’t already done his worst to me. “I’m used to dinners and parties like this where we have to kiss other people’s asses. Don’t worry about me.”

      We pull up to his house, and I’m once again struck by how it looks like it belongs in another period in time. “Stay right there,” he says, then he gets out and comes to my door, opening it with a flourish. He holds his hand out to me, and I take it to step out. He leans down over me. “From this moment forward, don’t believe anything that comes out of my mouth unless we’re alone.”

      I blink and look up at him, but he’s all serious now. He puts my arm through his and then walks me to the front door. When we get there, Senator Ivy and his wife are just inside like they’ve been waiting all day to greet their guests. “How are you, Quintessa?” his mother says.

      I see what Sloan was saying now. She said, ‘How are you?’, not ‘How have you been?’ or ‘How are things?’. ‘How are you?’ is generic. Throughout the whole dinner, that’s the feeling I get. Everyone here is acting like they’re one of those windup toys. They only speak about neutral subjects. There’s no real feeling or emotion. There’s laughter, but it’s one of the fakest sounds I’ve ever heard in my life.

      Sloan and I answer questions when they’re directed to us, but there’s not much. The food is really good. One of Mrs. Ivy’s friends asks me what designer made my dress and when I tell her I don’t know, she has to catch herself from laughing. But really, who knows those things? We probably bought it off the rack.

      A few of the senator’s friends ask Sloan about basketball. The fact that I’m trying out for the team never comes up, even though it’s obvious they know who my father is. By the time the dinner ends and the adults move to the formal living room, Sloan asks his mom permission to show me their game room. I’m almost relieved to be away from all of them. Why talk at all if no one cares what the answers are or what other people are truly doing in their lives? I need to wash the insincerity off me stat.

      With Sloan’s hand tight in mine, he leads me down carpeted steps to the basement. It’s dark at first, barely visible outlines coming into view until he flips the switch at the bottom of the stairs. There’s a foosball table in front of us and an air hockey table to our right. That’s all I notice before Sloan backs me against the wall and kisses me. There’s hunger and need in his kiss that immediately haywires my brain. When his fingers dig into me, hard, I cry out. He immediately pulls away. “Shh,” he says, laughing. He looks up the stairs to the open entrance. His parents are only a few rooms over with all of their uptight friends. He drops his forehead to mine. “I’m sorry I made you do this. I can tell you hated it.”

      I reach my hands up and place my palms on his chest. His heart is racing underneath my touch. “I didn’t enjoy it, no,” I tell him, unable to hide my thoughts. I can see why he’s intent on kissing me now. He wants something real. He looks down, but I tip his face back up to look me in the eyes. “It wasn’t all bad. I got to stare at you during dinner.”

      “Looking at you was torture. I was daydreaming of pushing our plates to the floor and then propping you up on the dinner table just to kiss you so I could get a raw reaction out of them.”

      I lean over and laugh into his shoulder. “Now that would’ve been funny. I guess you’ll just have to settle for us making out down here.”

      “Maybe they’ll come down and catch us?” He raises his eyebrows a couple times in quick succession, making me smile. I feel bad for Sloan, but I can’t tell him that. He won’t like it. Instead, I let him kiss his frustration out on me. Little by little, his loneliness seeps away. So does all the bravado and masks until it’s just the two of us, heart to heart. He pulls away, his lips red and plump. “I hate my parents. They’re awful people. They suck at parenting, but they’re also just terrible humans.” His hazel eyes latch onto mine. “That’s why basketball means so much to me. I want to earn something on my own instead of having it given to me because I’m an Ivy. I want to pay my own way for college, then whatever I do afterward is on me. I don’t owe them anything if I do things my way.”

      I cup his cheek, startled by his outburst. “You’re such a good player, Sloan. You’ll make it.”

      He swallows, his eyes closing for a split second. When he reopens them, there’s a fire there. It’s so bright it almost scares me. “I didn’t think I’d be able to tell anyone that.”

      “The Ballers know, don’t they?”

      “I’m not talking about them. Of course they know. I’m talking about you. I’m talking about bringing a girl here for the first time because I knew it wouldn’t scare you away. Apparently, nothing scares you away. You’re ten times—no, a hundred times—the person my parents and their friends are. Why do you like me?”

      “I don’t know,” I tell him honestly. “There’s some things you just can’t explain, right?”

      He nips my lip. “I’m going to give you reasons to like me. I promise.”

      “Sloan, don’t be—”

      He cuts me off. “Remember when I asked you if you wanted me to touch you?”

      I nod.

      “Please tell me.”

      “It’s not obvious?” I reach my hands around his neck, running my thumbs over his taut skin. He’s so handsome this way. Careless, not holding anything back. I wish I could bottle him up this way and keep it. I understand why he’s always putting on a show, but he doesn’t have to. Not for me. Not for anyone. My mom has told me countless times that I’m not my father. We don’t have to pretend to be him. We don’t have to pretend anything. We can only be who we are.

      I wish Sloan had someone like my mom when he was growing up.

      I pull on his neck to kiss him. He comes willingly, eagerly. He wraps his hands around my ass. In return, I move my legs around his hips until he’s holding me, pressing me into the wall as we kiss each other senseless. I can feel how hard he is between us. It makes me moan into his mouth until I cut it off, afraid I’m making too much noise. He kisses down my neck. “Don’t stop. I don’t care.”

      Turning, he sets me on the side of the air hockey table. My knees come apart as he kisses lower and lower, barely hitting my collarbone until the fabric of my dress is in the way. He lightly kisses my pebbled nipple, drawing another moan from me until he pushes my knees apart and lifts my dress, revealing the panties I put on without my mother’s knowledge. They’re silk and lined with lace. His fingers curl around the top as he slowly lowers them. I bring my knees together, my gaze locked with his as he rounds them over my knees and then down, letting them drop to the floor before pushing my knees apart again.

      His gaze devours the most private parts of me. My legs tremble with the want to close them but the need to keep them open at the same time. His hands come up, curving over my knees and down the insides of my thigh. His thumbs stop mere inches away from my center before traveling back up to my knees. He kisses the side of my knee and lowers until I’m almost hyperventilating. “Sloan, I’ve never done this,” I whisper, my voice high and tight and weighted down with passion.

      “You really shouldn’t have told me that,” Sloan says. His tongue darts out, burning a trail down the inside of my thigh. I lean back on my forearms. I’m already shaking so much I don’t know if I can even prop myself up.

      He gets closer and closer to my center. I swallow because my mouth is so dry from panting, but nothing helps. He’s so close. His tongue rims around my lower lips. I buck into him. “Holy shit.”

      He groans and darts forward, his lips suckling. A cry lodges in my throat with a noise at the top of the stairs. “Sloan!”

      No!

      Sloan shoves himself back. He kicks my panties under the table just as footsteps descend the steps. He pulls me off the ice hockey table. My legs still shaky he has to help me arrange my dress and hold me upright. When his mom finally does appear, he’s got one of the paddles in his hand from the air hockey table. “Yeah, Mom?” he asks, cool as a cucumber. He flips it in the air and catches it again.

      She glances at me, and I smile way too wide. I think she can see my heart beating right through my dress, maybe even to the trail of saliva he left on me. I’m still pulsing and hot with need. “I’m sure Mr. and Mrs. Dale will be wanting Quintessa home now.”

      It’s like a bucket of ice water falls over me. Sloan can feel it, too. “Sure, Mom. I’ll drive her home now.”

      “I was actually hoping you’d talk to Mr. Barnes. Can her father pick her up?”

      “Mom,” Sloan says. “I picked her up, I have to take her home.”

      Her lips thin.

      My muscles tense. I’m angry and hurt at the same time. I guess their superior generosity only goes so far. “I’ll call my mom. No big deal.”

      Sloan grabs my hand. “It is a big deal. My mother lost her manners.” He drags me up the stairs until he’s even with her. “It won’t look proper if I don’t take a lady home, Mother.” With that, he drags me behind him and then I’m walking out the front door of the Ivy house with no panties on. Lovely.
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      The next few days are a blur of Baller texts, meet-ups, and rigorous workouts and practices. Shawn and Matt come over to my house to use the court and gym as it’s nearing the time when the Ballers decide to recommend us for a spot on the team with Coach or to tell him not to bother. They say Coach listens to them, and I wouldn’t be surprised. The team is supposed to work as a unit. If someone doesn’t mesh, it could throw everything off. It reminds me of what I had to promise Ryan when they made the decision to claim me as theirs.

      Things at school are better. Sure, girls look at me like they want to claw my eyes out, but honestly, all of us haven’t had that much time for drama. My relationship with Dawn has just been a stream of texts that go unanswered for too long. I tell her it’ll get better once the season actually starts if I make it on the team. I hope I’m right. Not that David hasn’t been keeping her busy. Trust me, she loves to text about their sex life. Despite having moments with Sloan and Alec, I don’t reciprocate.

      I park next to Ryan’s single-story ranch house and look up at it. How many times have I dreamed about being invited here? Too many. Too many times thinking about his lips on mine, his body pressed against me. He tolerates me now that I’ve been let into their inner circle, but there are still glares I don’t understand and the weird texts he sends when I do something nice for one of the other guys. It started with making sure Sloan got some sleep, but I also received texts when Shawn and Matt were at my house practicing. How he even knew about that, I have no idea.

      Tonight is supposed to be a celebration for making it through the Baller recruit trials. All the Ballers will be there plus Shawn, Matt, and me. Alec wanted to bring me, but I thought it would be better showing up by myself. Whatever I get, a recommendation or not, I don’t want it to be because Sloan still has my blue lace panties, and Alec’s sister makes me basketball sandwiches. I doubt I’ll even know what the Ballers decide about me in the end. I try not to talk about it with Alec and Sloan. When it comes to basketball, I want it to be all business between us.

      Before I chicken out, I run up the steps and ring the doorbell. Ryan calls out, “Come in!” I swallow and let myself in. The house is on the small side, but it’s loved, and it feels lived in like it’s truly a home. Ryan peeks his head around the corner. When he sees it’s me, his gaze goes to the wall behind me. “You’re early.”

      “Am I?” I ask, holding my hands in front of myself. I already know I’m early. I was too excited; I couldn’t stand waiting at my house any longer. “Do you need any help?”

      He sighs. “Sure. My mom was supposed to make the punch before she went out for the night, but she forgot.” I follow him into the other room and find a kitchen. There’s a punch bowl on the counter surrounded by soda and fruit punch. Ryan places his hands on the counter next to it and stares down. “Do you know how to make it?”

      I pull my cell phone out of my pocket. “I suck at stuff like this, but that’s what Google is for.” I find a recipe that has just soda and fruit punch and tell Ryan how much to put in of each. He empties all of the fruit punch and most of the lemon line soda until he turns to grab the ice cube trays from the freezer. He pops the ice free, then dumps the ice into the bowl. “Anything else?” I ask.

      He looks around the kitchen, surprisingly a little nervous. I didn’t think Ryan would actually care. He’s so confident and the type that likes to take charge. The guy’s a natural born leader. Why would he care what we think about his party throwing abilities? “I think that’s everything,” he says.

      I stand there awkwardly for a second, but there’s been something that’s been nagging at me when it comes to the Ballers. I could be way off base, but I say it anyway. “It must be hard.”

      He turns to look at me, wrinkles marring his forehead.

      I take a deep breath. “I mean, knowing that some of us might not make the team. I bet it’s hard going through this every year. Just because they don’t make it doesn’t mean they’re not good people.”

      Ryan’s gaze narrows. “It’s basketball, Dale. You’re either good, or I don’t give a shit about you.”

      Not the answer I was expecting. I also think he’s full of shit which makes my hackles go up. If he didn’t care, why would he send me a text about helping Shawn and Matt? “You barely give a shit about the ones who are good.” His jaw hardens, so I tack on, “Barring the Ballers, of course,” with a slight eyeroll.

      “Y0u think you have everything figured out, don’t you?”

      He takes a step toward me. My heart beats hard once, but then we hear the front door open and step back quickly like we were about to get caught. Doing what, I don’t know. Fighting more most likely. Sloan calls out, “Yo, Ry.”

      “In here,” Ryan says, eyeing me the entire time.

      Sloan walks in and hugs me from behind. Ryan looks away after his pupils dilate slightly. “My girl,” Sloan says, playfully biting my neck.

      “Not just your girl,” Ryan says, his voice laced in that same hard tone I’ve become used to.

      “A man can dream.”

      After that, the house fills with testosterone. Every single Baller just walks right into Ryan’s house. Shawn and Matt are the only ones who use the doorbell besides me. I can tell the Ballers are comfortable here. They sit on the furniture like they own the place. Someone puts on SportsCenter while the others are just talking about school, family, and whatever comes up. I’m pretty much just standing on the outskirts until Alec looks up. He motions for me to come over, but I hesitate. He pats his leg, and that I just can’t pass up. We’ve been so busy with baseball first, and then basketball stuff, that we haven’t had much time together. I settle down in his lap and join in on the conversation Shawn is having with him about baseball. When Shawn asks him if he ever thought about going to college on a baseball scholarship, Alec’s body stiffens underneath me.

      Ryan hears this. From the corner of my eye, I see his shoulders tense. He’s talking with Lake—who hates that I’m here—so he’s pretending not to listen even though I know Ryan never misses a thing. I’m sure he knows more about me than I want him to and not just because the guys share things with him.

      “Ha,” Alec says, his voice pushing for light-hearted. “No.”

      I look back at him. Even I can tell there was a lie in there somewhere. My mouth opens to ask about it, but he quickly shakes his head. Instead, I bite down on my lip and face forward.

      The Ballers have secrets. I always knew that. It wasn’t until I got more involved with them that I realized just how much they were all hiding. They aren’t just the kings of Rockport High. They have real lives, real problems. They care deeply, mostly about one another. In a way, it’s exactly what I imagined being allowed into their clique would be like, but in others, it’s completely different. It’s so abnormally normal.

      I’m happy here, I realize. If I don’t make the team, I’ll be devastated. Not just because of all the plans I have for the future, but because as Ryan says, they don’t let in outsiders. Sure, they’ve claimed me, but how long will that last if I’m not one of them? If Shawn or Matt don’t make the team, they’re gone. They won’t be invited here or anywhere ever again, and I shouldn’t expect any different. The only upside to that will be the fact I can avoid Lake’s leering, pompous stare.

      Alec rubs my back. “You okay?”

      I nod. Heat gathers behind my eyes, but there’s no way I’m crying in Ryan Linc’s house over something so stupid. It reminds me of the “There’s no crying in baseball!” line from that Tom Hanks movie. I clear my throat instead. “Yep. Good. You want some punch?”

      He looks into his empty cup. “If you wouldn’t mind.”

      I get up at the same time a door opens somewhere in the back of the house. I saw there was an attached garage, so I think it’s just Ryan’s mom, but the way the Ballers all freeze makes me stand in place, my eyes darting from one to the other. Heavy footsteps hit the hallway.

      “Ryan!” Alec hisses.

      But then my dad peeks his head around the corner. His eyes go wide, as do mine, but then I’m smiling. I didn’t know Ryan invited my dad to this. It’s probably one of those traditions they don’t bother telling people. “Hey, Dad,” I say, moving toward him. We were supposed to get together last weekend, but he texted that something came up. I haven’t seen him in a few weeks and have only been keeping him updated over text about what’s going on with the trials and how nervous I am about the actual tryouts.

      “Hey, Honey,” he says, his gaze shifting behind him.

      You know that feeling when you know there’s something wrong, but you can’t quite place it? I’m having it now hardcore, but I don’t understand. I turn back toward the group after giving him a hug. Sloan is staring at his lap. Alec’s face is all red. Ryan, for once, looks like he’s caught in the headlights. Lake is just smirking, and Hayes’ face has a slight pout I don’t usually see. I shake it off though. Sometimes seeing my dad can be an event for some people, though I would have thought the Ballers would have gotten over it by now. “Shawn, Matt, this is my dad, Timothy Dale.”

      Heels click across the tile my dad just came through. “Sorry, Honey,” a female voice calls out. “We forgot something.” I hear a “mmm” sound right before I hear a tiny slap, and my dad clenches. Ryan’s mom peeks out around my dad. My face drains. Mrs. Linc just smacked my dad’s ass. I look to my dad, who’s trying to keep a smile on his face. No. No, no. I take a step back. My dad…and Ryan’s mom?

      “Oh, shit,” she says as she takes us all in. “Honey.” She glares at Ryan. “I thought you said just the guys were coming over.”

      I take a few more steps back.

      “Quintessa,” my dad says. His voice is that fatherly tone. The one he uses when he’s trying to tell me I need to behave a certain way.

      He hasn’t seen what Mom’s been like since he left though.

      I’m going to be sick. I turn and head for the front door, tears already sliding down my face. My dad calls after me, but I stumble outside.

      My dad and Mrs. Linc. Ryan knows. They all know. My mom and I have been trying to keep the separation a secret while my dad—

      Footsteps run through the grass behind me. I whirl only because I think it’s my dad and I want to tell him I think he’s the biggest piece of shit ever, but it’s not my dad. It’s Ryan. “You,” I say, my voice trembling. I can feel the hot tears as they mark my face. They’re like a brand, not something I can hide from the boy I’ve sworn I’d hide everything from since that night at camp. “Fuck you,” I say. “Fuck you, fuck you. Just, fuck you.”

      I turn, but he grabs my hand and pulls. “Fuck me? For what? I didn’t do shit.”

      “You’ve done plenty of shit!” I scream. My own voice isn’t recognizable to me. I’m losing it. A dog howls, and a few neighbors turn their lights on. Doesn’t he know what he’s done to me? Not just in the past, but now?

      He winces, but it isn’t half as much as I’ve felt from him.

      Anger surges inside me, and all I want to do is make him pay for this. He knew this whole time. I laugh, pulling my hands through my hair. “I get it. Your mom’s a fucking whore.”

      “Don’t you fucking dare call her that.”

      “No? Why? My parents aren’t even divorced yet. Did you know that?” I look behind his shoulder. “Does your mom know that?” I yell even louder. “They’re not even fucking separated yet!” I say it with so much force, my body doubles in half as I scream it, and my fists clench at my sides. I turn back to him. “Isn’t that the definition of a whore? And you knew, this whole time. You’ve been around me almost every single day since I started at Rockport. You knew, and you didn’t say shit. That’s why fuck you, Ryan. That’s why.”

      I spin away, heading to my car. “You think I asked for this?” he asks from behind me. His voice has lost some of the anger. He’s not the confident point guard right now.

      “I don’t care,” I tell him. It’s the first time I’ve ever said those words in relation to Ryan Linc and meant them. I’d try to tell myself I didn’t care about him, but I always did. Not after this. It doesn’t just involve me anymore. My family’s been brought in now, too.

      “Tess,” he says, his words laced in anguish.

      I fumble with my keys. “Don’t fucking call me that!” I wince. Only my parents call me that. Of course he would know about that because what? My dad lives with him now? How is this happening?

      I hit the unlock button, but nothing happens. I hit it again, smashing my finger into the fob until the tip of my finger turns white. His arms come around me from behind. “You can’t drive home like this.”

      I struggle against him. “Let me go!”

      “You’re not driving home like this,” he says more forcefully.

      “I don’t care what you want, Ryan. I need to go home. I need to tell my mother what a piece of shit my father is.” I cry harder at the thought, my vision blurring.

      He ignores me. “Hayes!” he calls out, his voice raw. Hayes comes to the door, loping toward us, his hands in his pocket. His lips are thin. “I need you to drive Tessa home.”

      I kick off the car, nearly knocking both of us over. I probably would have if Hayes didn’t reach out and catch us both. “Let me go!”

      “Ryan,” Hayes says, his voice questioning.

      “No!” Ryan says, gripping me harder.

      I’m back on my feet. I still in his arms. “I swear to God if you don’t both let me fucking go right now…”

      Hayes puts his hand on Ryan’s shoulder. After a long breath, Ryan’s grip relaxes on me, and then he steps away. He’s all taut muscle and searing fury. I finally get the unlock button to work, and I step one foot in my car.

      Hayes is propping Ryan up when I look back at them. “Tell my dad if he doesn’t want me to tell my mom first, he better fucking beat me there.” I laugh without feeling. “I’m guessing he probably doesn’t give a shit though since he’s content on playing house.” Another ache opens in my chest when I picture them together in Ryan’s home. Ryan is me. Ryan is the son my dad always wanted. Dad hasn’t seen me in two weeks, but he’s probably seen Ryan every fucking night. I swallow the emptiness trying to take me whole. “By the way, what did you do last weekend?”

      Ryan’s Adam’s apple bobs. When he talks, his voice cracks. “We introduced my mom’s parents to Tim.”

      I nodded. Of course they did. “Tell my dad it’s cool because I didn’t want to see him anyway.”

      With that, I get in the car. I start it up and slam on the gas. My tires squeal against the pavement until they catch and take off. I’m sure the neighbors have called the police by now. Hell, some are even openly gawking from their front stoops and windows. I can’t find it in me to care though.

      I look in the rearview mirror behind me. Ryan’s just staring after me. My dad never came out. My dad didn’t even try to explain.

      I can barely see the roads as I drive home. It’s honestly a miracle I made it home intact. When I look up at my house as I pull in, I know I’m about to blow everything wide open. I pull myself together, walk in, and deliver the second worst news my mom’s ever had.
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      My mom’s the shit. Honestly. She went from just barely getting by to ‘eff that asshole’ so quickly my head almost spun. Sure, she had her cry, but the news that my dad is shacking up with the Linc’s has spurred something inside her. Maybe it’s just the basic fact that she probably won’t ever get him back now. Why she would even want him after this, I don’t know. Then again, who am I to talk? I can still feel Ryan’s strong arms around me. They felt so familiar to me that when I think back on that night, I wonder if I’m sad because he finally touched me again and I couldn’t enjoy it, or if I’m sad because my dad’s a douche.

      He’s called me, of course. Texted me, too. I had a “Go to hell” text already typed up, but my finger hovered over the send button without actually going through with it. I’m furious at my dad right now. Mainly because other people knew about this when the people who should have known, didn’t. And Ryan, of all people. I can almost see what happened flick through scene-by-scene in my head. Ryan’s mom drops off and picks up Ryan every year from camp. Ryan’s dad hasn’t been in the picture for years, so there’s no barrier there. Dad feels unsatisfied. Dad flirts.

      It fits in nicely with what I saw from my vantage point. My dad told my mom shortly after camp this past summer that he wanted to separate. They did the whole moving out and taking what he wanted, which wasn’t much. They argued about who was going to pay for what, and all this time, he’s been hanging out at Ryan’s house, the guy I love to hate.

      Or is it hate to love?

      He texted me, too. Surprisingly. I thought it was a last-minute Baller thing for the recruits or I wouldn’t even have opened it. He asked me if we could talk. I hate that a part of me wanted to jump at the chance, but thankfully, the smarter me won out. I haven’t spoken to any of the Ballers since that night. Alec and Sloan have both texted begging me to call or meet up, but I just can’t see them. They probably think I’m pissed they knew and never said anything. I am, sort of. But I’m also not surprised. I also realize that it’s actually not their fault. It’s all on my dad. It’s just a shame it happened that way.

      Today’s Monday though, so I can’t avoid them today. I have to go in and face them all again. It’s also the first day of week-long tryouts. The actual tryouts, not just something the Ballers make up so they think they actually have a choice in what Coach Bradley decides. Mom kisses me on the cheek when I leave and tells me to be brave. Unlike my father, she understands how fucking embarrassing it was to have everything implode like that in front of other people.

      I drive to school and park in the student parking lot. It’s my little way of saying fuck you to everyone. I dare them to say anything to me because I’m so not in the mood. When I get out of the car, a tall, slow figure is making his way toward me. When he catches my eye, he keeps it, but there’s nothing else there. At least that I can see. I pull my bookbag out of the passenger seat and sling it over my shoulder before locking the car up. Hayes gets to me, then stops. He doesn’t say a word, but when I turn toward the school, he does too. I take a step, so does he. We continue that way until I get to my locker and get out my books for the day. Then, he follows me to homeroom without a word. When I look back, he’s gone.

      After the short homeroom though, he’s back outside waiting for me. Hayes “Ice Man” Irving walks me to every single class that morning. When I hit lunch, we meet Alec and Sloan right before the entrance. Alec looks Hayes up and down. Sloan just blinks at him, but after that, I have both of their attention. “Tessa…”

      “I really…” I clear my throat. “I really don’t want to talk about it.”

      Hayes nudges me in the shoulder, and we just walk right on by. He takes a seat next to me as we face Dawn and David. I’ve told Dawn everything, so when she sees me, she pops up and gives me a hug. Hayes puts his bookbag down. “I’ll get your lunch,” he says.

      Dawn watches him walk away. I just shrug. I’d ask him why he’s being my personal escort, but then he’d have to talk to me, so I don’t bother. I actually really like the sound of his voice now that I hear it. I just don’t think he’s a man of many words, so I won’t push him. Alec slips into the seat next to me while Hayes is gone. I almost sigh, but he’s not the one I’m upset with. He takes my hand. “I know you’re dealing with this and want some time, but…” He pauses and looks around. Dawn and David are enthralled by what he’s saying. They’re not even hiding the fact that they’re eavesdropping. The lowerclassmen at the other end of the table are, too. He leans in closer. “Don’t forget that we’re here.” He gives my hand a double squeeze and then stands. “See you at tryouts tonight.”

      “Holy shit, that’s tonight?” Dawn screeches. When I nod, she blows out a big breath. “Like you don’t have enough to worry about. You better walk in there and show them who’s boss.”

      Hayes comes back with a tray full of food for me. My eyes widen. There are two containers of chocolate milk, an ice cream, a cookie, two slices of pizza, and some French fries. Before I can even think he put both of our lunches on one tray, he sits down with his own tray filled with the exact same items. “Thank you,” I tell him. I look at him from the corner of my eye. He’s staring at me the same way, almost like he’s waiting to see my reaction.

      Dawn starts to giggle, but I kick her under the table. David reaches out his fist. “What’s up, man?”

      Hayes pounds him back, but doesn’t say anything, just eats.

      It isn’t that he’s wrong in getting me all this. It’s pretty much everything I’ve eaten since starting here, minus the salad, but there’s just so much of it. I drag the tray closer to me with one finger and dive in. There’s no way I can even eat half this, but especially not on the first day of official tryouts. I’m already nervous. The only guys on the basketball team who aren’t nervous are the Ballers. Their spots are secure. Everyone else’s is up for grabs.

      I stick the straw into my second chocolate milk when the bell rings. Hayes looks over at the half-eaten food on my tray. “You should eat more.”

      I grab my stomach on instinct. If I ate any more, I’d have to waddle to class. “I thought I did good.”

      The tiniest curl of his lips is like a soundwave of emotion coming from Hayes Irving. He nearly knocks me over. We stand up with our trays and Dawn tells me she’ll see me at the tryouts. On the first night, the public can come watch. After that, they’re closed tryouts except for people like my dad or alumni who want to stop by. Otherwise, Coach Bradley keeps things tight-lipped until the announcements are made.

      The last few periods whiz by until I’m sitting in the girls’ locker room by myself. I have a gold practice jersey on, my hands squished between my knees as I breathe in deeply. In another five minutes, I have to go out there. It’s almost comical how much my stomach is twisting into knots. I was never this nervous for a Broadwell game ever. A knock comes on the locker room door. For a second, I freeze, hoping it’s not my dad.

      “Tessa?”

      I lay my head back. It’s just Hayes. I stand, head for the door, and pull it open. Without a word, he steps away, revealing all the people who’ve come to Timothy Dale Court to watch the open tryouts. There’s media in the stands. I see Dawn first only because when I step out, she’s on her feet jumping. I smile and wave at her. If I do make the team, it’ll be fun to have her come watch me. David’s going to have to explain everything to her though.

      Hayes starts running onto the court, so I follow. Most of the team is in the center stretching. I see a flash of movement to my side. When I focus on it, I see Alec’s little sister running out onto the court, her mother chasing her. “Tessa!”

      I stop and go up to her. “Hey, Roberta. Did you come to watch your brother? That’s so great.”

      She makes a face. “I came to watch you. Here.” She holds her hand out and opens it. A blue hair tie is in the center of her palm. When I look up, she says, “It’s a lucky hair tie. I don’t think you need it, but I heard my brother say that you’re probably nervous this morning before he left for school.”

      I smile, pluck the hair tie from her palm and wrap it around the one I already have in my hair. “Thank you,” I tell her. I have to bite my lip to keep any emotion from showing through. Bending down, I give her a hug.

      Her mother comes up behind her and smiles at me. “Sorry.”

      I shake my head. “It’s nothing.” Then, I put my hand out. “I’m Tessa Dale.”

      Mrs. Christopoulos shakes it. “My son has told me a lot about you.” She squeezes her daughter’s shoulders. “It’s time to let Miss Dale warm up, okay? We can watch her from the stands. Where we’re supposed to be.”

      “Sure, Mom,” Roberta says.

      They walk off, and when I turn back toward center court, Alec is staring at me. He’s half smiling, half hopeful. The good news is, Roberta’s gift has actually made me a little less nervous. Seeing other people here rooting for me helps. After that, I try not to look in the stands at all. I don’t want to see my father. I’m not ready to face him, and I know if I see him, I won’t be able to stop my mind from going to what he did to us. I need to keep my focus.

      “Alright,” Coach Bradley says in his booming voice. “Line up.” We do as he says. When we’re in place, he tells Ryan to give us a short warm-up.

      We do some jumping jacks, lunges, arm swings, and more stretching until I’m nice and limber. After that, Coach tells us to run a few lines, but then we’re into basketball drills that test our footwork, speedwork, and ball handling. I’ve sat through this tryout before. I know it’s not going to be too tough, but it’s also amazing how you can pinpoint the weak ones even from a simple workout.

      I have to admit that Matt is doing better than when we were in the Baller trials. In some small way, I hope I helped him with his conditioning. He’s not even the slowest on the team. I give him a nod during our passing drills. When we take a water break before the last shootaround, I run to the side of the court and grab my water bottle before chugging it down. Ryan’s voice is distinct above all others when he says, “What the fuck?”

      I turn to see all the Ballers huddled around one another, blocking Ryan from the crowd. Their bodies are tense, and they’re eyes are blazing as they gaze into the stands. I don’t even think twice before I follow their line of sight. My heart leaps into my throat. Chase Fisher is sitting in the front row. He smiles and lifts his hand to wave at me. I smile back at him awkwardly. I never responded to his text and the last time I saw him, the Ballers pretty much told him to get fucked, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t like him. I just don’t like him like I like the Ballers. Well, most of them anyway.

      I walk back out onto the court. Though he’s trying to be quieter, I can still hear him. “I thought we told him to stay away,” Ryan seethes.

      I’m trying my best to ignore them, but I still don’t understand why he cares about Chase or anything to do with me for that matter. I turn my head to look toward Chase again to make sure he’s the reason Ryan’s getting upset when my gaze catches on my dad. I freeze, my fingers halfway through my ponytail. He’s staring at me, watching me from the sidelines like he’s done so many times before. However, he’s sitting next to Ryan’s mom, which makes me spitting mad. He couldn’t even watch tryouts by himself? I shake my head and turn away.

      Coach blows his whistle. “Shootaround!”

      Fire sings through my veins. I line up with the rest of them for the round robin shooting and make every basket I take. My shots swish through the hoop, or I run up with the layup, each shot is placed with perfection. My fingers tingle like a live wire. The line moves fast, but not fast enough for me. I’m feeling it so much, I want to show everyone what I can do right now. When Coach blows the whistle at the end of practice, it’s like the signal for me to start breathing again. I look around, shocked that the shootaround went by so quickly. “Damn, Dale,” one of the players says. “Do they call you the Real Deal too?”

      I smile at him. I have to admit, that felt good. Sweat drips down my face. I use the bottom of the practice jersey to wipe it off. Before I can drop it again, I catch Ryan’s eyes. He’s staring at me like he’s cocked and loaded, Coach in his ear about something. When they break, Coach turns and finds me. He strides over. “Just wanted to say nice job today, Tessa. I’m sad I’ve never seen you play before today. You’re good.”

      The nerves ease in my stomach. “Thanks, Coach.”

      He nods. “See you here tomorrow.”

      The guys all jog toward the boys’ locker room, and I go the other way. I need a shower, and then maybe I’ll soak in the hot tub when I get home even though I know I should use an ice bath. I just can’t stand them. When I make my way over to the far side of the court, I see Chase stand. I wave to him and walk over to greet him. I know I’m a complete mess, but he doesn’t seem to notice. “Wow, Tessa.”

      “Yeah?” Even though I’m already over-heated from practice, I can feel my face flame at his compliment.

      He looks away and lifts on his heels. “I can tell you love the game.”

      I rub my cheeks. “Thanks. And, um, I’m sorry about what happened at homecoming.” It seems like ages ago, but I guess it’s only been a couple weeks.

      “And not responding to my texts?” he asks, his eyebrows rising.

      I try to hide my face and then look up at him.

      “I get it,” he says. He shrugs and jams his hands into his pockets. “Just, if you ever want to talk or go out, you have my number.”

      “Tess,” my dad calls behind me.

      I look and see him walking toward me, alone.

      “Isn’t that your dad?” Chase asks. His face flushes and I see a little bit of that fan thing happening. I need to get out of here because I can’t sit through someone gushing about my dad right now.

      “I’ll see you around, Chase.” I walk away, not bothering to stop when my dad calls my name again.

      Roberta waves at me like crazy from the stands, so I wave back. Dawn jumps up and down at the very end. I wave at her, too, then call out, “I’d hug you, but I’m gross.”

      “You did so good!”

      I laugh because she doesn’t even know that for sure. She’s just guessing. Or David told her I did good, I’m not sure which. “I’ll text you!”

      She waves at me again, and I scoot into the girls’ locker room before my dad can catch up to me. Maybe I’m being petty. I honestly don’t care. He had weeks and weeks to talk to me, but he didn’t. Now he can talk to me on my terms.

      I stay under the spray of the shower for a long time. I think I’m half-hoping everyone will be gone when I get out. No Dad. No Chase. No Ballers.

      I hear a noise behind me and turn. I jump when I find Ryan Linc standing in the entrance to the shower stall. “Ryan!” My voice echoes through the room as I cover myself up. My left arm comes over my breasts and the other splays over the joining of my thighs.

      He walks past the shower curtain that’s way too small to cover the whole entrance and stands in front of me. I take him in. He’s all wild-eyed, hair a mess, but there’s more. There’s blood dripping from his knuckles.

      Forgetting how naked I am right now, I walk forward and grab his hand. His freaking shooting hand. “What did you do?”

      “This is it, Tessa. This is why I tried to keep my distance from you.” His lips shake as he speaks.

      “What are you talking about?” I pull him closer, so the spray hits his knuckles. They’re split wide open like he punched something or someone. My stomach turns. Ryan... My Ryan is hurt.

      “He just had to show up,” he says, shaking his head.

      I blink at him. “What?” He just stares at me. To his credit, his gaze hasn’t dropped once. He’s too busy staring at me like he’s trying to burn a truth into my brain.

      “I wasn’t pretending to like you at camp, Tessa. I did like you. I do like you. It was easier to keep you away. It was easier for us all to pretend. I could kill Alec for giving in.”

      I drop his hand and just stare at him. The water from the shower soaks one half of his body. Drops drip from the corner of his lips as he talks.

      “Is that what you wanted to hear? Does that make everything better? To me, it just makes everything worse.” He pulls his hand up, showing me his cracked knuckles. I hope to God he hasn’t sprained, or worse, broken anything. Then, his jaw hardens. “Don’t let Chase fucking Fisher come here again. We won’t be as nice next time. You’re ours, remember? He can’t touch you or have you or even talk to you. I won’t let it happen.”

      He turns and leaves, his wet sneakers squeaking against the tile as he exits the bathroom. I back up until my back hits the handle for the cold and hot water, mind whirring about Ryan’s confession.

      He likes me?
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      Tryouts are intense. The next few days fly by because of it. I barely pay attention in class. I hear Coach’s words over and over in my head about how to get better. As soon as I get home from practice, I’m out on the court working on whatever we did that day ten-fold. My mom keeps me fed and watered like I’m a puppy. I wake up early to run still, but only because I’m used to it. I don’t talk to any of the Ballers. It was almost like a subconscious decision between all of us that we not talk. I don’t want the distraction and neither do they. When Ryan, Alec, Sloan, and Hayes come to school the next day after the first tryout with bandages around their knuckles, I don’t even give them a second glance. Not my problem. Laser focus, full steam ahead. I’m getting a spot on the team and it’s not because at least three out of the five Ballers like me.

      Lake can go suck a dick.

      He’s ballsy with me in practices just like he was during the Baller trials. He posts too hard, he throws elbows. The only difference this time is that Coach will call him out on it. So, instead of stopping, he’s gotten sneaky. I don’t understand how he has a knack for knowing when Coach is looking and when he’s not, but nine times out of ten when he gives me a cheap shot, no one notices. Or if they do, no one’s saying shit. Lake O’Brien is a certifiable asshole.

      I’m confident I’m doing the best I can, though. That’s all I can ask of myself. I’m glad I’m not choking or letting the pressure—or any of the Ballers—get to me. Ignoring them, though difficult, beats letting them get into my head. After tryouts are over and I make the team, that’s when things can return back to a semi-normal with them. Just maybe not with Ryan.

      It was clear that though they’ve claimed me, Ryan doesn’t want me around. Even if he likes me, he doesn’t want me around, which I don’t get in the least.

      Tryouts are affecting them, too. Shawn and Matt don’t sit near them at lunch anymore. None of the guys have a girl with them at lunch either. Well, except Lake, but does that really shock anyone? Maybe if he spent as much time working on his game rather than flirting, I wouldn’t be rivaling him for shooting guard. At least, I think I am. It’s hard to tell, but I’m damn good. Of course, my opinion of him is swayed because he’s such a jackass.

      On the day Coach is set to announce the team, I’m a nervous wreck. It’s Friday, the school is buzzing with the news. Just like any other RHS basketball activity, the public is allowed back in. I’ve even had media calling my house to talk to me about tryouts, which is absolutely insane. My mother’s been telling them I’ll be happy to talk to them after I make the team. This morning, Hayes shows back up at my car and walks me to all my classes again in his silent way. We get quite a few looks from people, but honestly, I’m used to it by now. The only time he doesn’t sit with me is at lunch.

      “They keep looking at you,” Dawn says. She’s staring over at them again, so I tell her to stop.

      “It is kind of weird,” David agrees. I’ve pretty much come to the conclusion that he’s a permanent fixture in our little group now.

      “Right?” Dawn says. She’s sipping her milk, but her eyes are peeled to their table. “What do you think they’re saying?”

      David snickers.

      “What?” Dawn asks, finally turning her attention toward us.

      “Nothing,” David says.

      “No, what?”

      David looks from me to her. “It’s not obvious?” When we just stare at him blankly, he says, “At least half of them…” He narrows his gaze and looks over again. “…more than half, are looking at her like they want to bend her over this lunch table right now.”

      Dawn gasps, then sputters on her milk, spraying some of it on the table between us. She blinks at me. “Half the Ballers want to fuck you?”

      “More than half,” David corrects.

      I let my head drop back. “Why are we talking about this?”

      “You’re not interested?”

      “Not right now,” I tell her. “I have so many things to worry about. Shit, I almost put my shoes on the wrong feet this morning. My mom almost didn’t trust me to drive myself to school.”

      She gives me a slight frown. This morning I told her my dad’s been calling. He keeps telling my mom he wants to talk to me, and she’s telling him she’s not stopping me. She’s not. I know I’ll see him tonight, so maybe, maybe, I’ll talk to him then. That’s a big maybe. “Right, of course,” she says. “Lots to worry about. Including how you’re going to handle that many cocks.”

      My mouth drops. “Dawn!” She bursts out laughing, David right alongside her. I follow suit. “What the hell?”

      “I couldn’t resist,” she says, leaning on David for support. “It literally just fell out of my mouth. I couldn’t stop it!”

      David just shakes his head at her while he squeezes her shoulders. I run a hand through my hair, hoping no one else heard that. “I can’t think about cocks right now,” I whisper to the both of them.

      “Whoa,” a voice says. Christie sits down next to me, her hair high in a ponytail. “Came in at the wrong time in that conversation.”

      “Hey, Christie,” I say, giving Dawn a look to keep quiet.

      “Hey,” she says. “I just wanted to tell you good luck tonight. I hope you make it.” She sends a scathing glance over my shoulder. “Only partly because I want you to wipe the floor with the assholes who took shots at my brother.”

      Dawn sucks in a breath. “What?” I never told her about Ryan coming to visit me in the shower and what happened after that. She assumed they were all wearing bandages for some basketball reason, and I never told her any different. “They hurt Chase?”

      David shifts in his seat. Obviously, I wasn’t the only one who knew. I stare back at her. “Christie, I—”

      “Don’t sweat it, Dale. I know it’s not your fault. I meant what I said, kick their fucking asses. Hurt them where it matters most, their pride.” With that, she stands to leave.

      Dawn’s jaw is unhinged. She gawks at Christie as she leaves, then she turns toward me. “You bitch.”

      “I wasn’t sure,” I tell her.

      She blinks. “Are you serious? That’s what you’re going with?”

      “Come on, Dawn,” David says, patting her leg.

      “Oh, I’m not really pissed, David. You really have to learn my social cues. I’m just saying, I had no idea. They beat Chase up for you?”

      I shrug, which only makes David laugh. “All the cocks, remember?” he says when I try to deny it. “I’m a dude. I can spot it.”

      My next class may as well have been taught in Latin for all I understood or cared to listen. Once in gym, I walk toward the locker room to change, but I spot Coach talking to Miss Lyons. “Dale,” he says, calling me over.

      My stomach drops, hoping this isn’t a goodbye talk. I jog up to them, my heart in my throat. “Hi, Coach. What’s up?”

      He scratches the side of his face. “Remember the drug test you guys took after practice yesterday?”

      “Um, yeah.”

      He pulls out another plastic container. “I’m going to need you to give me another sample. Something happened to yours.”

      “Oh,” I say, staring at the plastic container. “Yeah, sure.”

      My face heats out of embarrassment. I take the container and head toward the locker room. Miss Lyons follows me all the way there and to the corner where the stalls are. Before I step inside, she says, “Bag?”

      I hand it to her. This is the same deal as yesterday, though I didn’t have someone right there to watch me. Miss Lyons doesn’t stare at me while I fill the sample, but she looks off to the side. I don’t care. I have nothing to hide. When I’m done, I set it on the toilet back behind me and finish up, quickly pulling my pants back up. Miss Lyons pulls on a plastic glove and tells me they’re going to run the sample while I’m in gym since they ran everyone else’s last night. Then, she winks at me. “Good luck, Dale. Would it be weird if I tell you I’m living vicariously through you?”

      I just stand there, not knowing what to say. We are still in the bathroom stall after all. “Um, thanks.”

      She laughs. “Though basketball wasn’t my sport. Field hockey.”

      That makes sense. I know she coaches Christie’s team.

      When Miss Lyons leaves with a tub full of my pee, Dawn gives me a crazy look. I shrug. “I guess something happened to my sample yesterday.” Gym goes by in a heartbeat. It seems like we were just in the locker room changing into our gym clothes when we’re right back in it changing out of our gym clothes. When I’m done, I sit on the bench right by my gym locker. The gym locker room is different from the Timothy Dale Court locker rooms. The others are much nicer, but they hold the same things inside. It reminds me of what I’m about to face.

      “Listen,” Dawn says. She sits across from me. “I’m not good at the sentimental stuff, but I hope you make it. If you do, I’ll celebrate with you. If you don’t, we’ll get drunk, you can cry it out, and then we’ll never have to talk about it again.” She shrugs her shoulders.

      I laugh at how cut and dry she is. Like it would be that easy for me to get over not making the team. “Thanks.”

      We walk to Timothy Dale Court together. David meets us there. Today won’t be a practice at all. We’ve all done what we can do. Now, it’s about announcing who’s on the team and presenting those that made it with their jerseys. There will be less pomp and circumstance than Sign-Ups because Coach runs it. Though, there will be a big celebration day slash pep rally the day of the first scrimmage. That’s where the true crazy fanatics come out. There’s no media here tonight, so that’s good. It’s mainly a school event, regulated to just students, teachers, and people like my dad.

      He accosts me when we first walk in. I can’t even get away from him if I wanted to. Dawn gives me a thin-lipped smile as she walks away and sits with David in the front row again. He doesn’t even wait for social graces. “I’m sorry, Tess. Okay? I was an idiot. I should have said something. I should have waited. I should have done whatever you thought was appropriate.” I look away from my dad, throat working. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Ryan staring at us. When I look at him, he doesn’t glance away. He’s rubbing a towel over the bottom of his basketball shoes. “I didn’t know you were going to be there that night. I never would’ve wanted it to happen like that.” I slowly look up at him, glaring. “Not that I’m making excuses.” He holds up his hands. “I don’t know what to say to make it better, Pumpkin. I messed up. I’m only human. But I’m your father, and I love you. I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”

      I rub my head. I don’t even know what to say to him. The only thing I know is that I don’t want to think about this right now.

      Like he expects this answer from me, he says, “Just don’t shut me out, okay? And I wanted to tell you how damn proud of you I am this week.” His voice falters. “My baby was so good.” A tear forms in the corner of his eye. He wipes at it, but another one just forms right after. “I absconded from giving Coach my opinion, of course, but you deserve to be on that team, Quintessa. You deserve to be right up there with them. You always have been. I’m sorry if I never said it enough.”

      He cups my cheek, and then he walks away. I just stand there, feeling a little heavy-footed, yet light-headed at the same time. Dawn stands, who’s watched the whole thing. She puts her hands on my shoulders. “Alright, focus. Get out there. You got this.” She turns me toward the court and pushes me forward. She gives me a little slap on the butt, and I jump at the sting. She laughs, and I can’t help but laugh with her as I rub my butt cheek. Obviously, she doesn’t get the idea of an easy butt slap.

      I jog out onto the court and wait for Coach to come out. Nothing registers around me. Not the other players, not the students and teachers who’ve gathered. I’m in a perfectly calm bubble. When I see Coach approach us, though, I start to shake from head to toe. It feels like everything I ever wanted comes down to this moment.

      One of the young kids who’s been helping with equipment wheels a cart behind him. The top is open and there are blue jerseys spilling out over it. I shift from foot-to-foot. When Coach gets in front of us, he’s all smiles. Past him, I see my dad towering over everybody and taking a seat by himself. It looks like he’s pulled himself back together.

      “Wow,” Coach said. “I couldn’t be more pleased with the caliber of talent we had to choose from this year. You should all be proud of yourselves for the hard work and effort you put into every day and every second.” The players all start to clap. I bring my hands together a little late, but I give everyone the round of applause they deserve. There’s a reason why RHS is one of the best in the state.

      He puts his hand on the box. “I’m just going to start calling names. If your name gets called, you’re on the team. If it doesn’t, I’m so sorry. This really isn’t a dig at anyone’s skill level because you were all so good. We just can’t take everybody. If you don’t make it and you’re interested in helping out the team with equipment, see me. I know it seems like a crappy deal, but there’s always next year, and if you love basketball as much as you all say you do, you’d do anything to be around the talent that’s here, eating everything up.” Even before he stops talking, I know if I don’t make it, I’ll volunteer to help. He’s right. Why wouldn’t I? I have one more year left if this doesn’t work out. Though, please, God, make this work. “Ryan Linc,” Coach says, pulling out the first jersey.

      I smile and clap. Ryan jogs forward and takes the Warrior jersey, holding it up in the air for a second while the crowd claps and yells. Past them all, I can see my dad politely clapping. For a moment, I think to myself, Shit. Will Ryan ever be my stepbrother?

      I toss that thought aside as Coach calls the rest of the Ballers’ names one-by-one. The crowd reacts the same for each one, cheering for their kings of RHS. I close my eyes and sway as Coach calls more names. I don’t count, but it seems to me he’s called a lot. He must be close to finished. I gulp, swallowing down the churning bile in my throat and stomach.

      “Quintessa Dale.”

      My eyes snap open. I just stand there for a moment. My ears ring and buzz. When I don’t come right up, Coach raises his gaze. He smiles at me and turns my jersey around, the last name Dale clearly woven into the back with the number nine. I drop. I don’t faint, but my knees buckle until I’m squatting, my hands covering my mouth. I try not to, but tears come to my eyes.

      “That’s my girl,” my dad yells, and I think that’s the only thing that makes me actually stand up and move. My hand’s still covering my mouth, but I grab the jersey anyway. Coach claps my back, and I turn to see all the players smiling and clapping for me. Sloan is bouncing up and down. Alec has his hands around his mouth, shouting something. It’s all too much. Lake is the only one who’s giving me a small golf clap. Ryan, even, with his jersey over his shoulder has one of the most genuine smiles I’ve ever seen him give.

      There’s only one name after me, but I don’t even hear it. I couldn’t even repeat who’s on the team other than the Ballers and me. I filter back into the line. Everyone goes silent when Coach holds his hands up. He moves in, and we all gather around. “RHS on three. Ready?” I put my hand in, squished between other bodies. For right now, I’m riding a high I don’t want to come down from. I want to bottle this moment and revisit it every time I have another moment of self-doubt. “One, two, RHS!” we all scream, raising our hands in the air.

      We disperse, and I’m still shaken that I have no idea what to do or who to turn to. It doesn’t matter because I’m lifted from behind. My dad literally lifts me off my feet and puts me on his shoulder. He slaps my leg. “I knew you could do it.” I’m grinning from ear-to-ear. I steady myself with my hand on his bald head before I see the Ballers make their way over to me. Dad drops me on my feet. “I have to talk to Coach.” When he sneaks by Ryan, he gives him a hearty handshake and then moves on.

      “Number nine?” Alec asks. He reaches out and curls his fingers into the waistband of my jeans.

      “You know it,” I say.

      Lake has made himself busy by making out with his flavor of the week, so we all just stand there looking at one another. “Congratulations, Tessa,” Ryan says. “You deserve it.”

      I bite my lip. The crazy tears that dropped are all dry now. “Thanks,” I tell him. I look around. “So, now that we’re all on the same team, can I say something?” They all look to one another, but eventually Ryan shrugs. I take a deep breath. “Don’t you ever do something so stupid as to put your hands in jeopardy again. Are we clear?”

      Alec is pretty much the only one who looks properly chastised. Sloan just grins. Hayes looks unaffected. It’s Ryan who steps forward, his gaze hard. “We’ll do all that and more if we have to.”

      Tension sparks between us as we stare one another down. This basketball season is going to be very, very interesting.
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      The newness of the moment fades eventually. Dawn gives me goodbye hugs. Students filter out. The new team and I stay right where we are. I look at the dozens of guys and feel a tightness in my chest. These are my people. We’re a team already. From being on plenty of teams in my life, I know from this moment forward we’ll have to work together to achieve what we want. Some of us might not all get along. Hell, some of them might not even want me on this team, but at least they should be able to see that I deserve to be. That’s why I work my ass off.

      Surprisingly, Matt makes the team, but Shawn doesn’t. We have too many good centers already, or at least that’s what I hear the rumors are. When I look at the Ballers, I’m not so sure. Sloan is smirking when he sees Shawn talking to Coach, and I’m reminded of the fact that they don’t like him very much. Maybe he didn’t get their vote. It’s not as if Shawn would have been able to start if he did make the team. That’s Hayes through and through. He’s not just a good player for us, he’s the best center in the state.

      Other than Shawn not making it, two guys who were on the team last year didn’t make it either. There’s no way of knowing yet if they’ll take Coach up on his offer to help the team, but I hope they do.

      “Alright.”

      I look up at the sound of my dad’s voice and see him walking toward the rest of the team. He’s got such a big smile on his face that it warms me from the inside. Though we’ve had our issues lately, he’s still my dad, and I guess they’re allowed to make mistakes.

      “I talked to the Mrs.” He claps his hands together. “Party at the Dale House right now. Bring your bathing suits. If you need directions, let me know or ask Quintessa.”

      My mouth drops. Everyone seems completely excited to be invited over to our house, but there’s just one word clogging my brain. I peer over at Ryan. His face is hard. That had to have hurt him, too. Mrs.? Since when? I swallow and walk up to my dad. He’s giving Jeff Warner directions, so I smile and wait like a good little girl, but when Jeff leaves, I tug on his sleeve. “Dad, is this a good idea?”

      He puts his large hand on my shoulder. “I talked to your mom. She’s ecstatic for you. She’s arranging everything right now. Don’t you worry about it.”

      Then, he walks away without another word. Several of my new teammates track him down. I turn to see the Ballers standing together. They all know what happened. They know there’s no Mrs. There’s my mom and Ryan’s mom. Walking up to them, I shrug. “I don’t know,” I tell them. Then, I look at Ryan. I know what this feels like. Betrayal. A sucker punch to the stomach. “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugs and looks away.

      I take a deep breath. “Are you guys coming?”

      Lake smirks. There’s something in his eyes that makes a shiver run up my spine. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      Alec puts his arm around me and pulls me to him. He drops a kiss to the side of my head. “We’ll be there.”

      I step away. “If anyone needs a ride, you can come with me, but I’m leaving right away. I better get going now in case my mom needs help.” I start jogging through Timothy Dale Court toward the glass doors that empty into the parking lot. I hear sneakers squeaking behind me, but that’s not unusual on a basketball court so I don’t stop. When I’m outside, my new jersey clenched in my fists, a voice calls my name. It makes me stop immediately. Turning, I find Ryan Linc just now stepping out of the glass doors.

      He walks up to me, his stride sure, but as he gets closer, I notice his hands are in his pockets and his shoulders are a little hunched. “Do you think it’s cool if I come?” When I drop my head to the side, he sighs. “I mean your mom. You must have told her what happened at my house. About my mom...”

      “She’s not mad at you, Ryan.”

      He looks away. “Yeah, well, my mom’s been the other woman before, and some people don’t give a shit that it has nothing to do with me.”

      I bite down on my lip, guilt slapping me in the face. Ryan’s never been that nice to me, except for when I thought he was faking it, but I never wanted to be a mean person in return. I said some terrible things to him, but I was just so pissed when I found out about my dad. “I didn’t mean what I said about your mom that—”

      He steps closer, forcing me to look up at him. “Don’t fucking apologize to me.”

      I swallow. The tension in his shoulders is overwhelming. If he was concrete, he would start to fissure about now.

      His balled hands come up to his mouth. “I just want to make sure I’m not going to piss your mom off if I show up.”

      “You won’t,” I promise him. I look over my shoulder to my Mustang. “You want a ride?”

      He glances back toward Timothy Dale Court, but the Ballers haven’t come out yet. Other players are filtering toward their cars, and I hope they have to go home to get their swimming gear first. My mom will flip if a bunch of kids start showing up when I’m not there first.

      I shift on my feet. “I’m sorry, Ryan, I really have to go. No pressure about the ride, but if you want to come now, we have to go.”

      I turn to jog toward my car. I press the unlock button on my fob and slide in. As I do, I hear the passenger side door opening and see Ryan get in, stretching his long lets out. When I pull my seatbelt around me, I hide a smile into my shoulder and then start the car. Ryan immediately starts texting, and I imagining he’s telling the rest of the Ballers that he’s riding with me. The rest of them will probably come in Sloan’s Jeep.

      Driving a little faster than I normally would, I punch it up the mountain toward home, hugging the curves. Ryan is too busy looking at all the fancy buttons in the car as we drive. He even fiddles with the radio. I was too impatient to put the top down, but he still seems impressed. The whole time we’re in the car together, my skin is buzzing. Ryan Linc likes me. He admitted it. Sure, he acted like it killed him to do it, but he did. The knowledge makes me feel funny. Vindicated, in a way. I always felt like there was something so wrong with me that I was drawn to a bunch of guys that didn’t give two shits about me. Now, I know that isn’t true. Well, on the surface it’s true, but maybe not deep down. I don’t know, I’m no psychologist. I don’t know why guys are so weird.

      When we get to my house, I pull along the side of the garage in the grass. I don’t know how many cars there are going to be, but we need to give people enough space to park. I grab my new jersey and head inside. As soon as we walk into the foyer, my mom yells, “I’m in the kitchen.”

      Ryan seems hesitant to go any further, but I wave him on. He’s looking at the house, not really acting in awe of it, but inspecting everything. I know it’s a lot different from his house.

      “I swear I could kill your father.”

      I laugh and bite my lip. “I have someone with me, Mom,” I call out.

      I hear her curse and then Ryan and I come around the corner. She looks up. When she sees who it is, she only falters a little. I have to give her credit. If I had the time, I should have texted her a warning. “You remember Ryan Linc, right Mom?”

      “Of course.” Mom wipes her hands on a towel that’s on the counter and then comes around. She hugs him, and I’m suddenly jealous of my mom. It’s been a long time since I’ve had my arms around Ryan. “Congratulations on making the team again,” she says. “Though, I suppose there wasn’t any doubt you’d be on it.” Then, she turns toward me. Her eyes swallow me, and I hold up my new jersey with my name and number on it. She touches my cheek then wraps me in a hug. “I’m so proud of you, Tess.” She steps back, eyes shining, but turns away quickly. “I’m just making cookies. I have pizza and soda being delivered in about fifteen minutes. Hope that’s okay.”

      “That’s excellent, Mrs. Dale. Thank you. I know the team will appreciate it.”

      My mom’s cheeks pink. Even I look at Ryan Linc like an alien has just taken over his body. I’m not sure I’ve ever heard him be that polite before. Ever. “If you guys would set up our extra folding tables in the sunroom, that would be great.”

      “We’re on it,” I tell her. Ryan follows me into the garage. We have enough for three cars, yet I hardly park in here and my dad hasn’t parked here in a long time. My mother’s car is the only one that hasn’t moved much. On the opposite side of the garage, I pull out two folding tables my mom always brings out for parties.

      Ryan and I both grab one. He’s working on how to get his best grip when he looks up at me, his voice and face hard. “Why is your mom being so nice?”

      His voice is so laced in anger it sounds like he’s mad at my mom for accepting him. Maybe he’s not used to it, I don’t know, but it makes my heart clench. “What’s happening isn’t your fault. In fact, when I told her what happened, she said she felt bad for you. She’s not working some angle, if that’s what you’re worried about. Not everyone does that.”

      He looks away, jaw working. “You’re nice, too,” he says, swallowing hard. “How can you even stand to be in the same room with me? I humiliated you several times. I beat up your boyfriend. I—”

      “Chase isn’t my boyfriend.”

      “You know what I mean,” he snaps. “Why?”

      That question is hard to answer. I push hair away from my face and breathe out. “I honestly don’t know. If you want, I’ll try to hate you.”

      I turn away, table in tow. His voice is low, but I hear him say, “I don’t know what I want.”

      We’ve just set the tables up when Ryan’s phone goes off. He answers it, then rattles off directions to my house. When he puts it down, he tells me that one of the guys needed directions.

      He really is like the basketball team’s ringleader. They’re the kings of RHS, and that’s true that they all are, but Ryan is the ultimate. It makes sense based on his point guard position. He’s also the captain and a natural-born leader. It must be a lot to take so much on himself. Though, when he’s not in charge, that’s when he gets antsy, frustrated, and acts without thinking.

      “Stop studying me.”

      I turn away. I hadn’t realized I had been.

      After a beat, Ryan takes a step closer to me. We’re not even touching, but my body feels his presence. Warning signals fire off, but there’s a lot more to it than that. He lifts his hand and gently brushes against my shoulder. “Do you remember when you and I were in the stairwell at school?” I don’t bother nodding. He knows I wouldn’t forget. “I wonder,” he muses. “If you would still respond to me like that.”

      My heart jumps in my chest, then it constricts. I can hear my mother humming in the kitchen. I even think I can hear laughter coming from outside like people are starting to arrive, but all I can focus on is Ryan being so close to me. “Yes,” I say, breathless.

      He stops his movements. I caught him off guard. I don’t think he expected me to say anything or even admit that I would.

      The doorbell rings. The tension breaks immediately. I glance at him then push around him to run toward the front of the house, yelling to my mom that I got it. When I open the door, the rest of the Ballers are there, and the food delivery is just pulling up. That’s a relief.

      Alec gives me a smile, Sloan touches my chin, Hayes just barely looks at me, and Lake, well, typical Lake just walks in like he owns the place. Ryan is there to greet them at the end of the foyer. “Mom, pizza’s here,” I yell back.

      Mom comes around from the kitchen, nearly startling herself when she sees the other Ballers. She gives a short laugh, welcoming them, and then gets to the door just as the pizza guy walks up. He hands off the pizzas to me three at a time as I then turn and hand them off first to Alec and then to Hayes. Mom stays and settles the bill while I take the last two pizzas and lead the other guys into the sunroom. We put the pizzas down on the tables Ryan and I set up, and then I quickly point out the pool and the basketball court to the guys telling them where they can get towels, extra shorts, and basketballs from if they want to do that.

      Sloan drags a hand down my back before he settles his touch just above my ass. “I, for one, can’t wait to see what you look like in a bikini.”

      My body heats. I hadn’t thought about having to wear a suit in front of all these guys.

      “It’s hot,” Alec says. The rest of the guys glare at him. Lake for a far different reason than the others, so Alec just laughs. “My sister’s upset, by the way. She doesn’t understand why she can’t come to the pool party.”

      I smile at him. “Tell your sister I’ll have her over sometime.”

      The doorbell rings again. I move to get it, but Ryan says, “Why don’t you help your mom, and the guys and I will get the door?”

      I look up at him. “Oh, okay.”

      “And get dressed,” Sloan says, his hot breath on my ear.

      Nerves tighten my belly. While Ryan gets the door, the rest of them walk back out into the main room, but I go to the kitchen where my mom is getting out paper plates and cups from the pantry. There’s about a dozen liters of soda on the counter, so I help take them to the table. After that, my mother says she has everything taken care of. Most of the team is there now, even my dad, so I head to my room to change.

      When I get there, I sit at the edge of my bed, blowing out a breath. This morning when I sat here, I hoped it would end this way. I had no idea I’d have the entire team in my house, but I hoped I’d have a spot on the team. The party is a little much, but not unwelcome. I’m sure my dad wants them to accept me as part of their team, and this is a way to get them to do so. It was actually pretty smart.

      The door opens. I look up, expecting my mother, but Lake walks in instead. His cocky smirk is on full throttle as he lets himself peruse my room, shutting the door behind him with a resounding thud. His presence makes me think about the time he held me down with his brother, but I try not to let it show that he’s bothering me. “What do you want, O’Brien?”

      After glancing disdainfully the room, he leans back against my door and crosses his hands over his chest. His dark eyes are menacing, hooded, as he looks over at me. The room feels suddenly too small with him and I in it and him blocking the only exit. “I’m here to tell you that you making the team means nothing to me, Dale. I don’t care that the rest of the guys want to fuck you, or they claimed you or whatever else their dicks are telling them to do, watch yourself. They’ll always be on my side.”

      “Congratulations. Can you go now?” I’m trying to sound brave, but I know what he’s saying is true. They have a bond I can’t understand. I’ve never had four best friends. I’ve never had that good of a friend except for Dawn, and even she and I can’t seem to keep up with each other all the time. I’m not going to even count Tiff as a friend because she abandoned me the moment I switched schools.

      He smirks. “You wish. Listen up. Shooting guard start position is mine. You don’t have a chance. You never did. Not even with a famous daddy.”

      “I don’t need my dad to know I’m good.”

      “But you’re not better than me.” He stares at me, brow cocked as if he’s egging me on to challenge him. I really don’t want any problems with Lake, so I keep my mouth shut even though I have plenty to say to him. How the hell are these guys friends with him?

      “We’re on the same team now, Lake,” I remind him.

      He laughs bitterly. “We’ll never be on the same team. Watch what happens if you try to take my spot. You think you have all the Ballers, you don’t. I can promise you that.” He moves away from the door and grabs the handle. “Bros before hoes. You’ve heard that, right? You might want to ask them how come all you’ve ever done with them is get fingered. That might tell you something about how it’s us first, everyone else last.”

      My cheeks heat. I hate that he knows the intimate things I’ve done. When he shuts the door behind him, my chest expands in relief. I will not let Lake goad me. Especially not in my own house. I grab my sporty bikini out of my dresser and pull it on. Game on, O’Brien. I’d love nothing more than to take the starting position away from him. But I need to earn it and deserve it. He should feel the same instead of emptying threats at me.
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      Being on the basketball team is exactly what I thought it would be. The majority of people in the school like me now, or at least pretend to. They all talk to me, ask me about practice, and the entire school is hyped for the scrimmage against Broadwell Academy. They hate those rich kids. Sure, I still get the occasional shit from the girls who used to hang around the Ballers, but that’s dwindled, too. I can’t know if it’s because basketball season started or if it’s because of me, but Ryan, Hayes, and of course, Alec and Sloan haven’t had a girl around them but me in weeks.

      Lake’s still a manwhore.

      We spend our days after school at practice, becoming more and more the team we know we can be. We settle into an easy rhythm, and the obvious cream of the crop rises to the top. I hate how well Lake is doing, but at the same time, I’m happy he’s as good as he is. His skills really shine through when all the Ballers are playing as a team. It’s really something to watch when they read one another and pull out plays that make my head spin. How did Ryan know Alec was going to spin to the basket? Or that Hayes was running down the center? They’re not even plays Coach calls, it’s just pure instinct for them. It’s going to be hard to penetrate that teamwork, but I have my own goals, too. If no one gets to watch me play because I’m stuck on the bench, how am I going to make it to college and then further?

      Sloan reaches over and flicks me lightly in the arm. He’s followed me to History again on account of him “needing the extra work for a test.” He’s so full of shit. “Are you there?” he whispers.

      I look over at him. His whole face is smooth and sure. “Yeah.”

      “You’re so in your own head all the time. I need to get you out again.”

      I know exactly what he means by this. I can’t say I haven’t thought of him and Alec—and yes, even Ryan—because I have. We still hang out a lot, but there’s barely time for anything else other than the occasional touch and kiss.

      The bell rings and the whole class picks up their stuff and leaves. Mr. Schaffer, too, grabs his briefcase and is out the door quickly leaving just Sloan and I there. I stand, slipping my notebook in my bookbag and zipping it back up. Sloan steps his long legs over the desk and into my space. “Hey,” I say when he pulls my bag out of my hands.

      He smirks until he backs me up against the desk across from mine. Then, he picks me up and sits me down on it, spreading my knees apart with his legs so he can step inside. My heart pumps wildly in my chest as I look up at the dangerous edge in his hazel eyes. “I keep thinking about you spread out over my air hockey table. So sexy,” he murmurs.

      His hands move up my thighs and to my hips. “Sloan,” I say, glancing at the door. “We’re in school.”

      He leans over, making me lean further back on the desk. “It’s your fault. You won’t let me see you outside of school.”

      “You don’t ask.”

      “How am I supposed to say, ‘Tessa, I can’t stop thinking about you. The way you tasted. The feel of your skin’ when all you want to do is talk basketball. Hell, you wouldn’t even go to the Halloween dance with us.”

      He hovers over me, and I have to arch my back to look him in the face. When I breathe my chest hits his. “I think you did just say that.”

      “I tried—we’re all trying—to give you space, but—” He bites his lip and drags his gaze over my body. “I’m tortured. Ryan is wound up fucking tight and Alec and Hayes—”

      “Hayes?”

      “Don’t pretend you don’t know.”

      “He never talks.”

      He presses a kiss to the curve of my neck. I move to give him better access. He moans into me, kissing on a sensitive spot that has me bringing my leg up, using my heel on his ass to bring him closer to me.

      He’s hard, struggling to keep under control. “If we were alone right now…”

      I close my eyes, imagining what he could do to me. Am I fighting this subconsciously? If I want it, why don’t I just let him? My mind hits the snag I’ve been thinking about since the impromptu party at my house. Something stupid Lake said, but it’s been bothering me. “I need to ask you something.”

      He kisses the spot below my ear. The bell rings above us, the halls growing quiet. Neither one of us moves. “Anything.”

      “How come we haven’t gone any further than we have?”

      He pulls away a little. “I just told you. You’re completely obsessed with basketball right now.”

      I smile. That’s true, but that’s not what I was going for. “So,” I start. “If I told you to take your pants off right now, that I was ready for that, would you do it?”

      “In school?” he asks, raising an eyebrow, though I can tell there’s definitely interest in his heated gaze.

      “Pretend we were on your air hockey table. Would you have done what we started before your mom interrupted?”

      He looks away, his throat working.

      “Would you have kissed me there until I came?”

      He turns back toward me. “What’s this about?”

      I stare into his eyes. “Lake implied that you wouldn’t, that there’s a reason why only Alec has—”

      Sloan drops his forehead to mine, breathing heavy. “Lake has a big fucking mouth.”

      I close my eyes. I expected this. “So, he’s right? You can tell me, Sloan.”

      He takes a deep breath. “It’s this pact we all made after…well, after camp one year.” He looks up at me, and I think I know exactly what summer he’s talking about. The summer Ryan said he pretended not to like me. “We all promised that a girl would never come between us, and that if we did anything with a girl, she’s fair game.”

      “Fair game? As in once one of you has one, the rest of you can, too?” No wonder why I see the same girls around them all the time.

      He nuzzles my neck. “It was never an issue until you showed up. Sex is one thing, but sex with someone you actually like is— Fuck, I don’t know how to explain it, Tessa. I’ve never truly liked the girls I’ve been with. Don’t be mad.”

      I cup his cheek, and he pulls away to see my face. I can see his worry etched there, but I’m mostly still caught on the part that he’s never liked the girls he’s had sex with. It just seems crazy to me. “I’m not mad. I just wish someone other than Lake had told me about it.”

      “Lake doesn’t get it. He thinks it’s ridiculous Alec and I are down to share. Using the other girls and passing them around was supposed to be a message that we don’t care, but it’s so different with you. The fact that I know Alec’s had his fingers inside you makes me so fucking jealous, but at the same time, I get it. I don’t blame him; I don’t blame you. I just want whatever you want to give me.”

      My throat tightens, and I can’t help but smile. My hand curves around the back of his neck as I pull him toward me, sealing my lips to his. He makes a raw sound in the back of his throat as he starts to kiss me back. He grinds against me. His erection’s returned in full force. He keeps going, and my body responds, arching into his, trying to eke out every feeling I can get. “Fuck, Sloan. This is too much for school.”

      His body is tight, his fingers curling over the edge of the desk as he works over me. “I know. Damnit.” He doesn’t stop though, he keeps grinding against me. My knees drop to the side, giving him more of me. My body fires off, heating, ricocheting my need for him around me.

      “God, I wish I wasn’t wearing pants right now.”

      “I wish I was inside you. Fuck.”

      His hand hits my thigh, then travels to my center. He presses down on my nub, and I squirm. “Shit.” He starts rubbing, dragging his touch down and around until I’m charging full steam ahead.  “Oh, God, Sloan.” I don’t know what’s come over me. I can’t stop. He rubs me just where I need him to. My mouth opens in a silent scream, and then I tremble with my release.

      He’s still moving against me, both hands braced on the sides of the desk now. I sneak my hand between us and grab him. He jerks twice, then freezes until a second later I feel his cock pulse in my hand. He drops his head into my shoulder, face straining, as a groan tears through him.

      Afterward, we just stay there, our bodies becoming our own again. “I’m so fucking sorry,” he says. His back bows as his breaths still come out hard against my shoulder. “Shit. I couldn’t control myself.”

      I wrap both arms around him, and then he moves inside, hugging me, too. “Don’t be sorry.”

      We stay there for a while, his fingers pressing into me and wandering over my back. Then, he chuckles. “I’m going to have to go commando for the rest of the day. It’s going to get a little awkward during practice if I don’t have an extra pair of boxers in my locker.”

      I rub my hand over his neck. “Are you saying no more secret trysts at school?”

      “Hell no. I’m saying I’m going to have to bring an extra pair of boxers with me all the time now. Affection is hard to come by when you’re an Ivy.”

      I hold tight to him, breathing in his fresh scent. Orgasming in school with the classroom door open might not be my finest moment, but I’d do it again if it was with him.
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      Pick me up?, Alec sends me just as I’m walking out to the car. I’m dressed in a plain black skirt and white shirt. Today is our first scrimmage. I’m not even starting, but I’m super nervous. Right after school, the team will take a bus to Broadwell Academy. I know I’ll be seeing Andrew and possibly even Tiff if her vulture-like tendencies toward athletes still stand.

      Sure., I tell him, putting her out of my head. All the years we went to school together, yet I feel closer to even Ryan than her at this point.

      I’ve been looking forward to competing in a game again. Practice is a close second, but there’s nothing like the hype of competition and working with your teammates toward the win. Tonight will be a true test to how we’ll play together. I’m hoping to get some minutes in. Fucking Lake can’t play the whole game even though he likes to tell people he can. The only thing I’ll be waiting to see is if I’m shooting guard number two according to Coach, or if I’m number three.

      Dust kicks up in the air as I pull up to Alec’s house. He doesn’t come out right away, so I push the car door open and head toward the front of his house. I’m just about to knock when the door opens in front of me. Alec’s standing there, his face twisted into a scowl. I take a step back, but he immediately wipes his face clean, giving me a small smile. “Hey, babe.”

      When he steps out, my mind wanders to how perfectly handsome he looks in his black suit pants and crisp, white shirt. It’s almost like I’m back at the academy again. The guys there always had to wear nice suits. I don’t know if it’s all those years of that, but I love a guy in a suit. It makes my stomach fluttery. Add to that the fact that I know what’s under that suit, I’m almost buzzing. If I close my eyes, I can still see all four Ballers I like in my pool with their shirts off. What a sight. All the girls at school would’ve wanted to be me that day. All of them.

      Too bad, bitches.

      “Answer a question for me,” Alec says, looking me up and down. “How is it that you can look just as hot in this, the clothes you wear to school, and your swimsuit?” He makes a face. “Well, maybe the bikini was a tad sexier.”

      I slap his chest. Ever since Sloan had that um, talk, with me in the school classroom, I’ve been trying to chill out a bit more. I’ve been known to be obsessive and have a one-track mind. I’ve finally gotten to be a part of them like I’ve always wanted, so I need to relax. “You say that to all the girls.”

      He follows me to the car. I sneak a glance behind me when he says, “I haven’t been with another girl since you. None of us have. Well, except Lake.”

      I turn and walk backward. “You don’t need to tell me ‘except Lake.’ When I talk about us, you can be certain I don’t mean Lake.”

      Alec worries over his lip and looks away. “He’s not…bad, Tessa.”

      “He’s an asshole.”

      “We’re all assholes.”

      True enough. “He’s you guys in triplicate though.”

      His shoulders tense. When he looks back toward me, he comes forward, pinning me against the passenger side. “Let’s stop talking about Lake.”

      I stand on my tiptoes to peck his lips. He hugs me to him, his huge body making me feel small.

      “You ready for tonight?”

      “I can’t wait,” I tell him. “That’s why…” I give him a polite shove to create some distance. “…we better get to school. I don’t want any reason not to play tonight.”

      “Um, we’re the Ballers. They’re not going to stop us from playing.”

      “How nice for you,” I call out as I walk around the front of the car. “I’m not a Baller though.” I smile at him over top of the car. “I doubt Coach will give me the same leniency.”

      Alec shrugs. “I mean, Lake will probably play the whole game anyway, so we could sneak off.” He shifts his head back toward the house.

      It doesn’t have the effect on me he wants it to. I glare at him, the smile dropping from my face.

      He realizes right away. “Tessa…”

      I open the door and get in. He’s right behind me. I start the car up and pull out of the driveway toward school. The tension in the car is thick now, which is not what I want. “I understand Lake will be starting and playing the most, okay? I’m not an idiot. But I’d like to be able to play at least a little. You know what I want. You know why I did all this.”

      He sneaks his hand over and places it on my thigh. “And Lake wants the same thing.”

      The area where his hand touches me burns. I stare straight ahead. I don’t know if I’m overreacting or if what Alec just said was hurtful. The way I see it, four out of the five Ballers have come around. Lake’s still a piece of shit, and in my head, he doesn’t deserve to play. “He told me to watch out, did you know that?”

      Alec laughs. “Lake? He’s full of it. All bark and no bite.” I shake my head. He’s obviously forgotten the track incident. When I remind him gently, he says, “A dick move, yes. Totally. He didn’t really hurt you though.” I pull into a parking space in the school too fast and have to slam on the brakes so I won’t hit the curb. Alec’s hands come up on the dash. “Jesus, Tessa.” He stares over at me wide-eyed.

      “That fear that you didn’t know what was going to happen? Yeah, that’s what I felt, so don’t—”

      He closes his eyes. “Fuck, I’m sorry. I’m an idiot. Tessa…” He turns in his seat and palms my cheek. “You know I won’t let anything happen to you, right? Nothing. This is just fucked up. Your best friend not liking your girl? It sucks.”

      It kills me that they’re all best friends. I close my eyes and breathe in deep. I’m the new one here. Lake and I should learn to get along. At least, I can be the one to try. He can just go on spewing his hate, I guess. “I’ll try to hate him less,” I say, and that’s as good as I can do for right now.

      “We’ve asked that of him, too.” His thumb circles over my cheek. “I’m fine with him not liking you, liking you at least. More time for me.”

      My lips pull apart. “So, do you get horny after basketball games, too? Or is it just baseball?”

      His eyes flash. “I guess you’ll find out tonight, huh?”
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      If I didn’t need to keep my grades up for basketball, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t bother with homework or even in-class work. Just like during tryouts, the first scrimmage day is no different. I have zero attention span for anything school related. I’m reviewing plays in my head, feet dancing all over the floor. When I leave gym, I grab my bookbag and then my duffel which has everything I need for the game and head outside to catch the bus. It’s a pretty big motor coach. I heard someone say before that the basketball team lets the baseball team use it during their summer season because of Alec. Otherwise, it’s strictly a Baller bus.

      When I get on, the electricity is palpable. I walk toward the back after I spot the Ballers. There’s a spot next to Hayes that hasn’t been claimed, and it’s also the furthest away from Lake. I go to sit there, but Alec pulls me onto his lap, nipping at my earlobe.

      “Just what we need, a skank on the bus,” Lake says, loud enough for everyone to hear.

      A few of the other teammates look back and then snicker at the position they find Alec and I in. I’m pretty sure everyone knows what’s going on, but I try to move away from Alec because they don’t need it shoved in their face. He holds on tight, though, then whispers, “Lake’s just jealous. Don’t even pay him any attention.”

      It’s a fight between my body and my mind. The last thing I want is for all my teammates to think I’m just some whore to the Ballers. That won’t earn me any respect. Though, the way I practice and play should make them think otherwise. However, I know people always go for the low-hanging fruit. Just like everyone had no problem thinking I only got the accolades I did because my dad is Timothy Dale. Now, the story will be that I only made the team because I’m fucking four out of the five ballers even though none of that is true.

      I try to leave again, but Alec holds tighter. “Don’t, baby. I’ve missed you, and I don’t like that we fought earlier. It’s nothing.”

      I close my eyes. It’s easy to get lost in his big arms. I let him curve his body around mine, and I sink into him.

      Heavy steps make their way onto the bus. “Dale, get off Christopoulos.”

      I scramble away from Alec at Coach’s words. My cheeks burn as I stand. Lake says, “Never thought we’d have to hear that on a team bus.”

      “Fuck you,” I grind out.

      Some of the other teammates’ heads whip around. I swallow hard. I shouldn’t have let him get to me, but what the fuck?

      Hayes taps his fingers against the seat next to him. I hurry up and take it, holding my breath. Up front, Coach sighs. “Great way to start the season. Excellent work, everyone. I’m so glad you guys took all those notes about acting like a team to heart.”

      Fire races through me. I really shouldn’t have said anything. All Lake has to say is that he was just messing around, and then I’m the one that looks like a bitch. I don’t dare look up or even utter a word the rest of the ride there. The whole time, the other Ballers are talking about the game, strategy, wondering how easy Broadwell Academy’s going to be this year. Hayes and I are the only ones who don’t say anything. Instead of feeling hyped for my first game, there’s a pit of dread in my stomach. Hayes being right there is a comfort though. It’s easy to be with him and not talk. Though, I find myself thinking if what Alec said was true. Could Hayes like me like the others? I look at him, trying to figure him out, but he spends all his time staring out the window.

      We pull into the parking lot of Broadwell Academy, and I chance a glance out the window past Hayes. The school is almost gothic looking from the outside, but inside, it has all the modern amenities, including a state-of-the-art gym. Sure, it’s not as nice as RHS’s court, but Broadwell isn’t focused on sports, their focus is on academics. Their wealthy benefactors give money to the labs, technology, visiting instructors, not the sports team. Obviously. This is why I’m here in the first place.

      “What the hell?” Ryan says.

      A few of the other guys make surprised noises. Even Hayes turns his head to stare out the window, so I follow his gaze. As soon as I see what’s caught their attention, I can’t keep from smiling. I stand right where I’m at and hover over Hayes to wave.

      “Who are they?” the steady, sure voice of Hayes Irving asks.

      I look down at him. “Those are my old teammates.”

      “What a bunch of dogs,” Lake quips. “They may be rich, but that’s the only thing going for them.”

      I bite my tongue and ignore him. Some of those girls are twice the person Lake will ever be.

      Coach stands when the bus stops. “We weren’t expected to be greeted by the Dale Fan Club.”

      He’s just teasing, but I see the tensions in the other guys’ shoulders. “They’re just my old teammates,” I say a little louder so everyone can hear. The fact that they did this is so nice. They came to cheer me on even though I’m playing against their team.

      The bus door opens, and Coach gestures toward it. “Be quick about it, Dale.”

      I start forward, but my foot catches on something. I stumble, only just barely catching myself on the seats in front of me. I could have gone down hard. I look back, but don’t see anything. There was definitely something there. I didn’t trip over thin air.

      I shake my head, a few of the guys ask me if I’m alright. I smile and then hurry off the bus and am greeted by the biggest smiles. The girls are ecstatic that I made the team, but even more so that I made the boys’ team. I get big hugs all the way around and then Coach tells me we need to hurry up. The girls tell me they’ll see me in there, so I follow the rest of the guys through the back entrance to the locker room. Coach hangs back and says, “I asked them to open the girls’ locker room, too. Just go through the court to the ladies’ locker room on the other side. Keep your phone on you. I’ll have Ryan text you when we’re ready to bring you in.”

      I nod slowly. This will be a lot different than what I’m used to. Getting changed alone and then having to wait to be called on to hear the pre-game talk. It obviously can’t be any other way. I guess I just didn’t think it through to actual games.

      With my gear in tow, I hurry through the locker room, across the court, and to my old girls’ locker room. On habit, I go to my old gym locker. There, I see a single Good Luck balloon hanging, which makes me smile. I have most of those girls’ phone numbers in my phone. I don’t know why I haven’t thought about texting them since I transferred schools. Some of them would train with me no matter what. I’ve just been too preoccupied with making the team that the only person I tried to stay in touch with was Tiff. I hurry up and change, then wait for the text. It seems like it’s an awfully long time before my phone finally buzzes in my hand. Come to the locker room.

      I grab everything and then head back through the gym. I pull up short when I see Andrew and his team there, already doing practice shots. He blinks at me, then looks away. In the crowd, I hear a few people say, “You suck, Dale!”

      I shake it off, then move right for the visiting locker room. When I step in, I hear someone make a girly scream and then the rest of the guys laugh. Funny. When I come around the corner, one of the other juniors who isn’t good enough to be a starter is standing there with his hands over his chest and one practically cupping his balls. He’s completely dressed in his jersey; he’s just being a dick.

      “Ha. Ha.”

      Coach runs down the few plays we’re going to start with and then gives us a motivational speech about how this is just a scrimmage, but the game will set the tone for our whole season. He tells us to play smart, play as one, and to get the W.

      After all that, Lake says, “Not like these rich assholes can actually play.” He looks over at me, a smirk tearing across his face. He drops his voice. “Oh sorry. I forgot you were here, Dale.”

      I look away. My perfect revenge on Lake would be getting to start. That’s what I should focus on.

      Everything goes smoothly when we first walk out onto the court. My nerves amp up again, butterflies in my stomach as we work the shootaround. I can hear a few people near the bottom of the bleachers making comments about how there’s a girl on the boys’ team, but I prepared for that stuff. It doesn’t bother me. I really don’t care what their opinion is. Today’s supposed to be low-key, so that’s why I’m surprised when Coach calls us back and we’re inundated by girls’ screaming. I stare up into the stands and almost fall over. In fact, I stumble right into Hayes who’s stopped, his shoulders bunching and hands tightening to fists. A bunch of the girls who hang out with the Ballers are wearing a huge picture of my face on their shirts. It’s the one Lake took after he drew the dick on me. “You suck, Dale!” They sing together in a chorus as if they’ve actually rehearsed it.

      My heart starts pounding. People turn in their seats at the commotion. Some are horrified, but others are laughing. I can pinpoint Lake’s laugh over them all. My eyes burn. When I look off to the side to try to block it all out, my gaze collides with Andrew’s. He cocks his head and the concern on his face makes everything worse.

      After the game—after the incessant Tessa Dale sucks comments and the laughing and the me riding the bench the entire fucking game—I see Tiff walk out onto the court to give Andrew a hug. He bends down and gives her a peck on the lips.

      Well, now I know why my former friend hasn’t contacted me. A little part of me hoped she’d be here to cheer me on. I thought perhaps she was just too busy as I know I’ve been. But no, she apparently got what she wanted. I look up. I’m the only one left sitting on the bench. None of the guys waited. They gave each other pounds for the win, some slaps on the back, but I’m just sitting here.

      Part of it’s because I feel lost inside, but mostly hurt that making the team wasn’t enough for those catty bitches. The other reason why I’m just sitting here is because I don’t know if I should be going into the girls’ locker room or if Coach wants me in the boys’ locker room for a game recap. I stare at the floor and swallow everything down.
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      The last couple of weeks have been rough. The Baller Bitches have followed us to every single game whether it’s at home or away. They wear the “I suck” shirts for me, but cheer so hard for the rest of the team. I’m dying to play. Absolutely dying. I’ve spent most of the time on my ass on the bench because Lake is playing great. A few games ago, he got into some foul trouble, so I got to play a few minutes and no matter how well I played, all I could hear were the people yelling Baller Skank at me and singing, “Youuuuuuuu suck!” They’ve gotten it down to a T. It’s natural to have people yelling at players and starting shit, but when it’s your own school you’re supposed to be playing for, it’s terrible. This isn’t what I thought it would be like at all. Why am I never enough?

      My Ballers aren’t very happy about it. They told me they’ve had a talk with the girls, but it only made it worse. The only one who enjoys it when the girls start crowing is Lake. He smiles and laughs, smirking at me like he organized the whole thing, and you know what, I wouldn’t be surprised. The other teammates aren’t happy about it either. Not because they feel bad for me. No, because we’ve become a laughingstock of articles that read Fans Turn Against RHS and Rough Start to Warrior’s Season— “Suck”-ing the Enjoyment Out Of the Game.

      I walk out of the girls’ locker room after a win that I had nothing to do with and head toward the parking lot. The cars have already cleared out, and I just want to get home. Mom and Dad have come to a few games, even tonight’s, sitting through the Baller Bitches new cheer routine starring how much I suck. Footsteps pound the pavement behind me. I turn instinctively. Lately in the hallway, I’ve been tripped, had things thrown at me, and walked into like I wasn’t even there so much that I don’t trust people anymore. The only time it doesn’t happen is when Hayes walks me to every class, but I can’t expect Hayes to be my bodyguard forever. No matter how many times the guys try to be there, I’m going to be alone at some point.

      When I look up, though, it’s Sloan who’s racing after me. I turn right back around. My chest constricts. I have no desire to talk to anyone right now, and it doesn’t matter how many times they tell me that everyone will get used to me being on the team, it only seems to be getting worse, not better. “Come on, Tessa, wait up!”

      I hit the unlock button on the fob and go to open my passenger side door when I gasp. Someone’s keyed “Baller Skank” into my car across the passenger side door panel. My car! I close my eyes, my duffel slipping from my grip. Heat gathers behind my eyes. I’ve tried and tried, and no matter what I do, no matter how much I try to prove that I deserve to be on that team, this is the push back I get. No one wants me on the team.

      “What the…? Fuck,” Sloan curses.

      I run my fingers over the words. That’s all I am to everyone. Just the Baller Skank. They’ve seen me walking to class with Hayes. They’ve seen Alec and Sloan touch me, even kiss me at school. It’s different than the other girls because they went through the guys one-at-a-time. Me? This is all happening at once. The same day they see me with Hayes, they see me kiss Alec or see Sloan pinch my ass. I wish people would mind their own business. I’m not a threat to them. In a way, I guess I am though. To the catty girls, I’m taking their fun away and they need someone to focus their anger on.

      “My mom’s going to freak,” I say, voice wavering.

      Sloan pulls me to him. “They don’t understand it. That’s all, Tessa. No one’s ever gotten our bond, so they’d never understand why we’d all want to be with you.”

      I make an amused sound in the back of my throat. “Are we even together anymore?”

      Sloan pulls his head back like I slapped him.

      I shake my head. “I guess we should have expected it. Basketball has taken over. I don’t feel like the girl you want to date, I feel like your shitty teammate who ruins everything.”

      “You’re not ruining anything,” Sloan says, his gaze intent on me. “We haven’t lost a game all season.”

      I rub my head. I hate that I’ve had practically nothing to do with any of those wins. My mouth stays shut, though. It all just sounds like bitterness.

      “Hey,” Sloan says, sliding his arm around my back to comfort me. “I try to sit with you on the bus….”

      “So Coach can call me out again? No thanks.”

      “We’ve been to dances. We’ve hung out over the weekend.” He places a few strands of hair behind my ear. “I think all this is just getting to you. That’s all. I can’t blame you, Tessa. It’s fucked up. Ryan and me, Alec and Hayes, we’ve tried to do something, but—”

      “It only makes it worse? I’ve noticed.”

      Sloan tips my head back, touching his lips lightly to mine. His touch ignites a fire in me. This time, I don’t tamp it down. Part of the reason why I feel excluded from them is on me. I pull away from them because I don’t want to give anyone ammunition, but right now, it’s just Sloan and me. I wrap my hand around the back of his neck and pull him forward. His body responds automatically. “Fuck, I missed this,” he says, nipping my lower lip before pulling my waist toward his.

      We pull apart, breathing in one another’s air. “Touch me,” I plead.

      His hazel eyes flare. His hands move up my back, under my bra strap and then down. His hands dip just under my waist band then curve around my front where he slips his hand under my shirt, flutters past my belly, and then teases my straining nipple right over my bra before cupping me. I breathe out hard. He reacts in kind. “I can’t wait to see these someday. To touch them and stroke them. Suck on them.”

      I raise my hips toward his, loving the way his erection hits me. He pushes me against the car and then fumbles with the door handle before pushing me in. I’m half reclining, half out of the car. While he assesses us, I tear my shirt off. Sloan’s eyes go wide. I’ve switched out my sports bra to a regular satin one. His eyes dilate before he moves forward lips landing on the upper curve of my breast. A cry of pleasure escapes my lips. He moves lower and lower, pulling back the cup of my bra as he goes. His hands move under the waistband of the joggers I put on. They slip past my panties and stroke my center. “Oh, Sloan.” The heat gathering inside me rolls in like a thunderstorm. “Please,” I beg. All I know is that I want him everywhere on me. His lips surround my nipple. I buck and just like that, his fingers slip inside. “Sloan!”

      We both still for a moment. His hot breath teases the wetness he left on my breast. “I need more of this,” Sloan groans. “So much more.”

      His finger starts to move, and I match his strokes, lifting my hips into him until his lips surround my nipple again. His tongue darts out, playing with the hardened peak. I stare up at the ceiling of the car, letting him take me away. My doubt erases. The jeers of the crowd. It’s just Sloan and me until his thumb passes over my clit. “Fuck…yes,” I grind out.

      I spasm over his finger, holding to me. When I finish, Sloan moans heavily, dropping his weight onto mine. “My God, Tessa. I don’t think I’m supposed to be feeling like this right now.” He pulls his finger out of me, arranges my joggers, but keeps his weight there, maneuvering his hips until his hard dick is pressed into my center. He slides forward, his breath choking him. Then, he drops his forehead to my chest before kissing my cleavage. He breathes out. “I need to stop. I’m not going to have sex with you in your car. At least not for the first time.”

      I lift my hips, wondering what it will feel like with him.

      He groans long and hard. “Don’t test me. I’m already going to have to spend some quality time with myself when I get home, thinking of you.”

      “I can help,” I say, teasing.

      He reaches up to kiss my cheek then steps back. When the weight of him is gone, the loneliness creeps back in. Leaning over me, he fixes my bra then finds my shirt on the floor of the car. He turns it right side in and then hands it to me. “Stay low. I don’t want anyone else to see you like that.”

      I do as he says, keeping low while I pull my shirt on over my head, then sit up finally. He grabs my hands and pulls me out of the car and right into his arms. I hold on tight, pressing my fingers into his skin because I can’t get close enough.

      “I think I already like you way more than my parents have ever liked one another,” he confesses.

      I freeze. Just in that one sentence, there’s so much more said because it’s Sloan saying it. I swallow. “I really like you, too, Sloan Ivy.”
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      I throw myself on my bed. I bounce a couple times and then use my pillow to scream into it. Dramatic much? Probably, but I just had to show Mom what those bitches did to my car. She was horrified, then her eyes filled with tears that made me want to lose it. I can still hear her words in my head, This isn’t right, Tess. I know she thinks it’s dumb that I’m still even part of the team. She tells me I don’t have to make it to college on a scholarship. I can go to whatever college I want and tryout. A walk-on. I can. It’s an option, but I don’t want that. I want to get recruited, damnit. Just like my dad. Is that too fucking much to ask for?

      My phone vibrates, so I pull it out, expecting a text. It’s not. It’s Alec calling me. I swipe the screen to answer, “Hey.”

      “Baby, I’m so sorry. Sloan just told me what happened.”

      I hear guys talking in the background. I pull up and then flip onto my back, staring at the ceiling. I don’t know what to even say. Thanks seems lame. Of course he’s sorry. He hates that this is happening to me. I can see it on his face in the games, but what is he going to do? If he flips his shit during the game, he’ll get thrown out. Everyone is stuck. “Yeah, well, what are we going to do?”

      The phone gets staticky for a second and then Alec is somewhere quieter. “What did your mom say?”

      “Not much,” I tell him. “She’s just…worried, I guess.”

      “I am too,” he says. “Ryan can’t even wrangle them. It’s crazy.”

      Suddenly, I hear another voice. “What the fuck are you doing, man?”

      I cringe. It’s Lake, and I’m already having a terrible day.

      Alec’s voice muffles. “I’m talking on the phone.”

      “Seriously?” Lake asks. “You’re talking to Dale, aren’t you? What happened to no bitch time?”

      I clench my teeth together to quit from telling Alec exactly what I think. No bitch time? Fuck him.

      Alec gets back on the phone. “Hey, I got to go.”

      My mouth drops. “Seriously?” Now I sound as petty as Lake. “Fine. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Sorry,” he says real quick, but then he hangs up. I think about throwing my phone across the room, but I don’t make it that far.

      There’s another day, another game tomorrow. Who knows, maybe I’ll even play.
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      Alec makes it up to me the next day by visiting me in my locker room while we’re getting ready for the game. He kisses me until my head spins, and then escorts me into the boys’ locker room for the pre-game talk. Lake is glaring at me from the moment I walk in. He’s been doing that all day. Here, though, I’m silenced. I might as well be wearing a muzzle. I have to pretend that we’re just one happy team except there’s one person on this team I don’t trust for shit.

      Coach goes through all his normal stuff. As the season progresses, my nerves have died down. Now that the end of the season is nearing, maybe I’ve just given up all hope of getting what I wanted out of this. With a loud clap, Coach Bradley stands. He turns toward me, a smile on his face. “You’re starting today, Dale. There’s a WNBA scout in the stands tonight. Good luck.”

      Everyone turns to stare at me. My eyes go wide. I’m speechless. It isn’t until I hear Lake start to argue that I say, “Thanks, Coach.”

      The rest of the team files out. It’s a home game, so the there’s the whole lasers and loud music for the starters. A smile parts my lips. And I’m one of them. Tonight will be the first time I get the Baller announcement. Holy shit.

      “Come on, O’Brien,” Coach says, trying to get him out of the locker room.

      The Ballers are all just standing there. They’re shocked as well. Hayes has moved almost imperceptibly closer to me. Why, I’m not sure. I’m not about to get upset. I’m thrilled.

      “This is bullshit, Coach,” Lake snaps.

      Coach Bradley’s eyebrows rise into his hair. “Don’t mouth me, O’Brien. You got ten suicides after the game. If you stop now, I’ll put you in later.” He turns toward me, nodding in my direction. “You should be happy for your teammate.”

      “That’s my position,” Lake seethes.

      “You can’t play in the WNBA,” Coach says. “Or is that your new goal?”

      “It has nothing to do with that. She’s…a girl.”

      Alec puts a hand on his shoulder. “Come on, man. You’re making this worse.”

      Lake pushes him. “Fuck you. You all don’t care. You’re all fucking her. You’ve lost your minds.”

      Hayes moves completely in front of me. For a man with few words, his actions speak volumes. Except, I don’t need a savior right now. I just need my moment. He can say whatever he wants, Coach has already made the call.

      “I’m not listening to this,” Coach says. “I don’t care about your personal relationships. This is my call. It’s done. Get your ass out onto the court, O’Brien or I’ll suspend you.”

      He still doesn’t move. The veins are bulging out of his arms.

      “Come on,” Alec tries again. He moves forward again, but Lake pushes him once more. Alec careens back into the lockers. He hits hard but stands right back up. “What the fuck, man?”

      “You’re picking her over me!” He glares at each one of his best friends, noticing how close Hayes is to me. “That’s it. We’re fucking done.” Lake grabs a towel off one of the benches and storms through the door. Hayes moves with him until he’s blocking me at all points.

      Coach sighs. “Well, that went well.”

      “Of course it didn’t,” Ryan snaps. “Lake’s the starter.”

      It’s like Ryan just threw a knife in my chest. Coach isn’t playing that game though. He moves forward. “It’s my call, Linc. When you become Coach, you get to make the tough calls. Before then, shut your mouth.”

      He grabs his clipboard and then uses his forearm to swing the door open. The world is pressing in on me. The tension around me is crazy. They’re all pissed Lake’s not starting. At the same time, I’m more ecstatic than I’ve ever been. Outside the doors, the music starts playing the song the Ballers agreed on before the season started. My heart lodges in my throat. There’s a WNBA scout in the freaking stands. Holy shit.

      Hayes puts a hand on my shoulder. I look into his deep blue eyes. “You got this,” he says.

      I bite down on my lip. Hayes “Ice Man” Irving is warming to me. I can tell. I smile up at him. He’s right. I just need to put all of what just happened out of my head and play the game I know I can.

      When they call my name, I run out there and slap hands with everyone. It’s not exactly like what I envisioned. I don’t get the welcome all the other Ballers do. In fact, the loud jeers from the Baller Bitches are loud and clear over any applause I get. I look up to see my dad in the front row though. He’s clapping, a smile on his face. I’m so glad he’s here for this. I mouth to him, “Call Mom.” He points a little ways down the stands, and I see Mom jumping on her toes. I smile even wider. They’re both here for this. I swallow my excitement down and try to get in the game for the shootaround.

      Before long, the referee blows his whistle and I’m the one standing on the court, chasing down rebounds, taking shots. I’m electric. I feel unstoppable, unbeatable. The guys and I are working in sync. There’s a little bit of crust around the edges because I’ve never played with them like this, but Ryan’s an astounding point guard. He knows what he’s doing, so when we break for halftime, we’re up by twenty points. Twenty freaking points. This is our best game all season.

      I walk into the boys’ locker room a sweaty mess, figuring Coach is going to pull me now so Lake can go back out, but he doesn’t. He makes a big speech about us working together as a team and if we’re not all working as a team, he’ll make decisions to make sure we do. When we go back out, he tells me I’m still on the floor. He puts his hands on my shoulders. “You’re doing great, kid. I know this is nerve-wracking, just keep doing what you’re doing.”

      When I make my way out there again, it’s more of the same. I have fifteen points, two rebounds, and three assists in the second half. Counting my stats is a habit I’m going to have to stop. The coaches keep track of all that, but I like to know for me.

      After I attempt my fourth three-pointer and get fouled, the opposing team’s big man follows me on my way to the foul line. One of their players says, “Sounds like you’re the school’s favorite player.”

      I don’t even engage, but that doesn’t stop them from talking.

      “Are you really a skank?” another asks, his brows furrowed.

      I know they’re just pissed they’re getting their asses handed to them by a girl. The guy who’s guarding me is frustrated and his teammates are, in turn, getting frustrated with him.

      The referee bounces the ball to me. I dribble three times and then jump for the shot. The ball goes in. I can hear my dad yell for me in the background. I try to tune him out. I shouldn’t be hearing what anyone is saying right now.

      When I turn back toward the foul line to take the next shot, all the guys are staring into the stands. I follow their gazes even though I tell myself not to. I know it’s headed right where the Baller Bitches sit. When I see what’s gotten everyone’s attention, though, I freeze. Rhonda Kyle is wearing a crown with blue panties stretched over the top. The crown says Baller Skank. She’s loving all the attention she’s getting. She laughs and then steps out onto the court stairs. She takes the crown off her head and throws it. The crown hits the court and skids. As it gets closer, my heart stops. Those panties are mine. I blink, not believing what I’m seeing, but I’m not wrong. Those are the panties I left at Sloan’s house when his mom almost caught us on the air hockey table.

      My gaze flicks to his. His mouth is wide open.

      Rhonda puts her hand around her mouth, “You suck, Skank!”

      The referee blows his whistle. He then walks up to Coach, pointing in the stands. The guys on the opposing team all laugh. The ref though, is furious. “It’s been like this every freaking game here. Is someone going to do something about these unruly kids?”

      Coach’s jaw ticks. My dad comes up behind them, his face a mask of fury. I turn away. Oh, fuck.

      When I turn, I stare right into Hayes Irving’s chest. “Don’t look,” he says. The other guys huddle around me now, but it doesn’t matter. I’m so attuned to what’s going on out there that I can’t stop from hearing anything. Rhonda’s getting kicked out as well as the other Baller Bitches. They’re allowed to say whatever they want, but throwing something onto the court in the middle of a game is a no-no.

      Then, I hear one of the guys on the other team say, “Wait, is that her dad picking up the crown?” Then, he laughs hysterically.

      I cringe and look up to find Sloan. He’s staring down at the court. Not one of the Ballers can meet my eyes except Ryan. His eyes are challenging. I stare right back at him. If he thinks I brought this on myself, he’s wrong.

      Finally, the referee walks back onto the court and blows his whistle. The commotion is gone, but it’s still in my head. It’s with every thump of my heart. He throws the ball to me. I dribble three times and shoot. Miraculously, it goes in the basket, but that’s muscle memory. I’ve had this ingrained in me since I was a little girl.

      However, I’m sure when my dad started teaching me how to play the game, he never imagined a moment like this.
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      Despite playing a decent second half, my first ever start will always be tainted by what happened. My parents meet me at the buzzer and want to take me straight home, but Coach orders everyone to the locker room. I trudge in, head low. Immediately, Coach throws his clipboard. It rips through the air and slams into the royal blue lockers. “I am absolutely disgusted! To those of you who are laughing, who think this is funny, shame on you. Do you even understand how bad we all looked out there? Not just Tessa. Not at all. If anything, she looked the most heroic out of the bunch.”

      “It’s not our fault,” someone says. “We didn’t do it.”

      I sit on a bench and lean my head back against the lockers. Hard footsteps sound. I peek over and find Coach in Gary’s face. “Didn’t do it? No, but I see you guys snickering. You think it’s all a fucking game. Have I not taught you anything about teamwork? You think I don’t know this shit happens to her at school, too? I have eyes and ears.”

      “This wouldn’t even be happening if we didn’t let a girl on the team,” Lake says. He’s sitting lazily on the bench seat, his hair still perfect, his jersey dry.

      “What we did, O’Brien, was allow a hell of a good shooting guard on the team. The end. Period.”

      He bypasses that comment. “Doesn’t it matter that everyone else is laughing at us? That’s the embarrassing part.”

      “Spoken like someone who’s nose is broke because he didn’t start. Might I remind you that it was one fucking game.”

      Coach turns away, but Lake whispers, “It’s still bullshit.”

      Ryan stands. I watch, leery. His eyes land on every single one of us. “We played a good game. Teamwork needs a re-focus, but it was good.”

      Really? Those are his words after the game. I shake my head and look away.

      “I want everyone out of here except for Tessa,” Coach says.

      “But what about—” someone starts to ask.

      “Out!”

      The guys gather their stuff and leave. Sloan won’t even meet my eye. I swallow. I don’t want to think he did this, but how did those Baller Bitches get my panties? Alec tries to catch my eye, but I’m too busy staring Sloan down that I don’t look. Ryan leaves the locker room with his head held high. Hayes lingers. It isn’t until Coach sits next to me that he leaves. After they’ve all gone, I drop my head in my hands. I refuse to cry. Despite what happened, it was a good night. Right?

      “You played really well out there.”

      I look up at him. Sweat drips from my face and onto my knees. “Did they ruin it for me?”

      Coach shrugs. “I doubt a scout is going to give two shits whether you’re bullied or not.” We’re silent for a moment. I’m hoping he’s right, but it sounds like Coach isn’t done with the talk yet. “I do have to ask you though. Is this worth it? I feel like I need to apologize for starting you because of all the shit that happened, but at the same time, Tessa, you were really good. Lake should be thrilled he has someone of your caliber to challenge him and make each other better. I don’t get it.”

      I get it. I get it all too much. “They’re the kings of RHS,” I tell him. “They don’t like being taken down a notch.”

      “One start,” Coach grumbles, shaking his head. “You had an opportunity.”

      Past tense. I had an opportunity. I close my eyes again, hoping his choice of words doesn’t mean I won’t get another opportunity. Why would he start me again though? He doesn’t want to have what’s happened tonight happen again. The night imploded. His team is pissed.

      We sit there for a good length of time. I’ve re-run everything that happened in my head, the good and the bad, a dozen times. Finally, Coach sighs. “I’ll do the best I can, Tessa, but we can’t have such unrest on the team. I admit, I was a little skeptical about you wanting to play with us, but it didn’t take me long before I realized you belong here. I’ll never deny that just because you’re going against the status quo.” He shakes his head. “Your dad told me I wouldn’t be let down, and he was right. You have a real shot at something. I don’t understand the way people’s minds work sometimes.”

      “Neither do I.”

      The locker room door opens, and my dad walks in. “Tessa, your mom’s going to take you home.”

      I stand. I’m still soaked in sweat, and I have that worn out feeling. I really need a bath and to get some sleep. I’m crashing from the high of getting the start and then the low of having everyone laughing at my panties. Dad touches my shoulder when I walk by him. “You made me proud today.”

      “I doubt that.”

      He doesn’t let me walk past him. His hand squeezes on my shoulder to stop me. “Anyone who can stand there and take that, is a star.”

      I stare up into his eyes. He’s proud of me, that much is certain, but I’m not. “I don’t know if it matters if you don’t feel like one though.”

      I grab my bag and push the locker room door open. Sloan is waiting just outside for me. He pushes away from the wall when I come out. I take one look at him and turn away. “Tessa,” he whispers. “I swear I don’t know how they got those.”

      I’m glad he knows they were even mine, but at the same time, there’s only one real explanation. It wasn’t him, and I don’t think it’s because he’s invited the Baller Bitches into his house. “Don’t be naive, Sloan,” I tell him. “We know how they got their hands on them.”

      “I didn’t do it,” he urges.

      Mom’s starting to walk up to us now. Her heels click across the court. When I look up at her, her lips are a thin line. I can tell she’s been crying, but she’s also mad.

      “I don’t know,” I hear someone bite out. When I glance toward the sound, I see Ryan talking to his mother on the other side of the gym.

      Fucking awkward.

      I stop walking, letting my mom come to me so I have time to look at Sloan. His hazel eyes are piercing, and he’s practically humming with intensity. I can tell from the look in his eyes and the way he talks to me that he really didn’t have anything to do with it like I thought. But he also doesn’t get who did it. “Lake did it,” I say, keeping my voice low. “I’m guessing because you guys share everything you told him about the air hockey table. Has he been over to your house recently? Was he ever alone?”

      Sloan rubs both hands through his sweat-drenched hair. My mom’s there now, so I just walk away with her. One hand comes over my shoulder and she rubs there. “You are so brave, Tess. So brave.”

      I don’t know. Maybe I am. Or maybe I’m just numb. My mom takes me home since my car’s in the shop getting the words Baller Skank buffed and painted over. She’s silent most of the way until I look over to see tears falling down her cheeks unchecked. “Mom…”

      She turns away and finally rubs at her face. “I was hoping you wouldn’t notice.”

      “I’m fine, Mom.”

      “I just don’t know why anyone would do that to you. To anyone, really, but to you, Quintessa. You’ve tried so hard. I don’t think I want you seeing those boys anymore. Your dad is furious. You should’ve heard him yelling at Ryan Linc.”

      I gasp. “What did he say?”

      “He wants to know why those things are happening. He asked him if those were your actual pair of underwear. Oh God.” She breaks down again.

      I close my eyes.

      “Were they, Tess? Are they yours?”

      I nod. A cry rips through her throat. “It’s not what you think,” I try and tell her. But isn’t it? It’s obvious someone ended up with my underwear for a reason. “Well, maybe it is. I don’t know, Mom.”

      Her fingers curl around the steering wheel. “You’re not seeing those boys again.”

      “It’s not their fault those girls are torturing me.”

      “It’s not? You also don’t see them doing anything about it, do you? Don’t tell me they don’t know or that they can’t do anything. I’ve been around this school for ages. I get how things are. I’ve heard your father’s stories. I know, Tess. Those boys are trouble, and you’re not seeing them again.”

      I put my hands over my face and lean my head against the car back. “It’s just one of them.”

      “They’re all the same,” she snaps. “Anyone can see that.”

      She doesn’t know. What I’ve done and felt with Sloan and Alec, hell even Ryan, the way he looked me in the eyes and said those things when we were in the shower together…you can’t fake shit like that. I think. Maybe I’m just completely fucked in the head.

      She pulls into the driveway, and I step out. “Call Dawn,” she says. “She was worried about you.”

      I nod, grab my bag, get out of the car, and don’t stop until I’m stripping in my bathroom, letting the hot water fill the tub. I drop a bath bomb in and step into the slicing hot water. The only thing I’ve brought in with me is my phone so I can call Dawn. I push her face in my Contacts list. The first thing out of her mouth is, “Fuck those bitches.”

      I try to laugh, but instead, I cry. One sob turns into two and then I’m sniffling. There’s no hiding it now.

      “Oh, shit. I’m sorry, Tessa. If it makes you feel any better, I smashed Rhonda Kyle’s face into a locker.”

      That makes me stop. “No way.”

      “Yep. It’s done.”

      I hear David’s voice call out. “Oh, she did it! My girl looked hot.”

      I laugh at his interpretation of what happened. “Thank you?” Is that something I thank someone for? I don’t know.

      “So, what are you going to do?” she asks.

      “About…?”

      “You can’t still want to stay on the team, right? I mean, Tessa, that was awful.”

      “A scout was there tonight. WNBA.”

      She sucks in a breath. “No.”

      “Yep.”

      “I should’ve hit her twice.”

      “I don’t know if it matters. Coach said it probably didn’t make a difference.”

      “I thought you played great,” Dawn says.

      I laugh. “You have no idea what you’re talking about though.”

      “I know your balls went through the hoop. That’s good.”

      On the other side of the line, I hear David say, “Hey, isn’t that…?”

      “No!” Dawn says, her voice in shock.

      “What?” I ask, sitting straight up. Bath water sloshes everywhere.

      Dawn curses under her breath. “David and I are going for a walk. We just saw the Ballers pull up to Ryan Linc’s house. Bunch of assholes. I should go in there and kick all their asses.”

      “They’re all together?”

      “Mm-hmm. Maybe I’ll start his freaking house on fire.”

      “Damn, Babe,” I hear David say in the background.

      I sigh. “It’s all Lake.”

      “Does it matter? Tessa.” She breathes out. “David said he’d straight-up kick the shit out of anyone who did that to me. Why aren’t they doing the same thing?”

      I snap my jaw shut. That’s what everyone’s been trying to tell me lately, and here I am still trying to make excuses for them. Maybe I just want to believe they wouldn’t keep doing this to me. Not after all that’s happened. “I thought after I made the team everything would be perfect.”

      “It seems like it’s done nothing but get worse.”

      She’s right. Everyone’s right. I need to do something about this, but not quit basketball like they all think I’m going to do. I’ll never do that. “I got to let you go, ‘kay? Talk to you tomorrow?”

      “You sure?” Dawn asks. “I’m not above setting that house on fire.”

      “Yeah, I’m good,” I tell her. Revenge would be nice, but I also don’t want her to really go through with it. I really like four-fifths of the guys in that house right now.

      We hang up, and I immediately finish the bath, get out, and dry off. I grab some clothes from my dresser and change. Sneaking down the stairs, I look first into the kitchen, but then notice my mom’s on a float in the middle of the pool. I should’ve known. She always goes for a swim when she wants to be alone. I grab her keys off the counter and shut the front door behind me.

      I’m not giving up basketball. But everyone is right, something needs to happen because I can’t keep going on like this.

      My mom’s car starts, and I can barely tell it’s running. I ease it out the driveway and point it toward Rockport. Soon, I’ll be outside Ryan Linc’s house, so I can confront Lake.
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      Sloan’s Jeep is in the driveway. I don’t see another car there, neither my father’s nor Ryan’s mom’s. Good. This started with the Ballers and me, it can finish with the Ballers and me.

      I march up to the front door and knock before I can talk myself out of it. The last time I was here, it ended badly. This could turn out the same, but I’m not going to let the tightening in my stomach tell me not to.

      Ryan pulls the door open. His face falls. Behind him, I hear Alec roar, “It’s not right.”

      “Guys,” Ryan calls out. He opens the screen door, and I walk in. Alec and Sloan stand. Hayes turns toward me. His face is a mask of fury. I’ve never seen that much emotion out of him ever.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Lake says. “Who invited you?”

      “I did.”

      He stands. Hayes stands right with him, but Lake doesn’t even see. “Oh, you got something to say, Daddy’s girl?”

      I briefly look at Sloan. He calls me that. It turned into something endearing, but now it just sounds hateful. I despise the nickname coming from his mouth. “You’re pathetic.”

      He laughs cruelly. “I’m pathetic? Really? I’m not the one who got the start today because my daddy pulled some strings.”

      I walk up to him, place two hands on his chest and shove. “My dad would never do that. You’re just pissed I got the start. It was one fucking start, Lake. One. And it was for a purpose.”

      He steadies himself after stumbling back a few steps. “Oh, the WNBA scout, you mean? The WNBA scout your dad got to come?”

      I’m shaking I’m so mad. I want nothing more than for Lake O’Brien to feel the anger I have wafting off me in waves. I raise my hand to punch him, but Ryan grabs my wrist and lowers it steadily. “It’s true, Tessa.”

      I whirl. “What?”

      “Your dad. He got the scout there.”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “He told me.”

      Disbelief makes the color drain from my face, but Ryan doesn’t look like he’s joking. He’s not even being an ass like he used to be. He’s thin-lipped and staring at me with his gray eyes flecked in silver.

      “When?”

      “After the game. He told my mom he couldn’t believe those girls ruined the scout he got to show up for you.”

      I shake my head again, but it’s not too unbelievable now. My dad’s been hating the way I’ve been treated on the court. I tell him I’m staying on the team. This is probably what he did to counteract it. I turn back toward Lake. “He didn’t get me the start.”

      Lake just shrugs. “Your dad got you the scout. The scout got you the start. So, how do you figure he didn’t get you the start? Unlike you, I like to work for what I earn.”

      “Fuck you. You know how hard I work. If you don’t, you’re blind or intentionally not paying attention.”

      Alec moves forward. He cups my cheek. Lake just sighs, but Alec ignores him anyway. “You should probably just leave, baby.”

      “No.”

      “You weren’t invited,” Lake says. “Cling much?”

      “I’m not leaving until I talk to your dumb ass, O’Brien. I’m not spending the rest of the basketball season like this. Championships is almost here. You’ve had your fun. You’ve gotten your bitches to tear me down. You made a crown out of my panties. Congratulations. I think everything you wanted to say has been said. You don’t like me. I don’t give a fuck.”

      Lake’s face goes red. He comes toward me until I’m backed into a side table. His face is shaking. “It’s not done until they see you for the hack you are.”

      “That’ll be pretty hard to do because it’ll never happen.”

      Ryan pulls Lake away from me. “Come on. Stop this.”

      Lake shoves him. “No. I’ve stood by. I’ve been the nice friend.”

      Nice friend? Is he fucking insane?

      “I’ve watched you four cream your pants over her, but I’m not standing by anymore. It’s her or me.”

      All the air gets vacuumed from the room. “What?” He moves toward Lake, but Lake backs away with his hands up.

      “Oh, come on,” I say to Lake. “Really? How fucking old are you? I’ve ignored you, you can fucking ignore me, too.”

      He shakes his head. “You all just heard what I had to say before she came in. It’s not done. I’m serious. Don’t fucking test me. I want her gone.”

      It’s so quiet in the house I can hear the hum of the refrigerator. I look to Sloan first who’s running his hands through his hair. Alec’s sat on the couch, his head in his hands. Hayes’ mask of fury hasn’t slipped since I stepped in.

      “We’ve gone through this shit before, Ryan,” Lake keeps going. “No one’s worth coming between us. Or have you guys forgotten that?”

      “Dude,” Sloan says, “we haven’t forgotten.”

      “Yeah?” Lake asks. “I’ve had fun watching all this play out. Truly. Today was some funny shit, but I’m done with it now. I think it’s time for the Baller Skank to leave. Haven’t you guys had enough fun with her already?”

      Hayes’ hands clench, and he moves forward, but Sloan pushes him back. No one else moves. No one says anything. As time goes on, I realize they’re not going to. Everyone was right. They’re not sticking up for me. I swallow the emotion clogging my throat. He’s going to fuck this up for me just like he’s fucked up everything else for me since that summer at camp. I get it now. I get he was the reason for that, too. Just like now, they’re taking his side.

      I can’t let him do that without trying to stop it.

      “Stop doing this,” I plead with him. The tension in the room changes. I don’t even care that it sounds like I’m begging. I am begging.

      “You’re done, Dale.” He smirks. To be fair, he told me this would happen.

      I turn toward Alec. “Alec…” My eyes beg him to make this stop. It’s so obvious to me what’s going on, but I can see the clear confusion in his eyes. He drops his head and looks at the floor. Hayes shifts from foot to foot, his gaze darting around the room. I move to Ryan. The only person who can put an end to this is Ryan now. They’ll listen to him. “You know how long I’ve had a crush on you. I heard what you said to me in the locker room that day. I know you don’t want this.”

      Lake snickers. “Anyone else getting deja vu?”

      My mind flashes to camp when Ryan broke up with me in front of everyone. It was all a big laugh. My gut twists at the similar feelings.

      “I told you it wouldn’t work,” Lake says. “I told you if it interfered with basketball, it was done.” I swallow, staring into the cold gray eyes of Ryan’s, and I know the minute I lose. “Just stop, Tessa.” His throat works. “I was wrong about you. You’re just like the rest of the girls that hang around us, and you certainly don’t earn everything you get like you’ve been trying to convince us of. We don’t want you. It’s time for you to leave.”

      “Don’t do this.”

      “But hey, it was fun,” Ryan says, smiling. “I mean, Alec and Sloan certainly got their rocks off, didn’t they?”

      Jealousy flashes in his eyes for a split second. Or maybe it’s not that. Obviously, I can’t read the Ballers at all. I never would have believed I would have ended up in this position again.

      A quick sweep of the room tells me everything I need to know. There are no heroes here. No one is going to swoop in at the buzzer and make the winning shot. We’re all losers. I just can’t believe I thought they would stick up for me eventually.

      “I’m staying on the team,” I stammer out.

      Ryan shrugs. “I’m sure you’ll still have your cheering section.” At that, I turn and head toward the door. My throat is closing quick. I have my hand around the doorknob when Ryan says, “Don’t think you’re going to get any more playing time, Dale. Your shot’s over.”

      I pull the door open, leaving it to bang behind me. My chest rips open as I walk to my car alone. It’s three years ago all over again. I remember I ran back to my cabin and cried on my bunk like a baby. Now, I’m running to my mom’s car, tears streaming down my face. It all seems too familiar except Ryan Linc doesn’t come outside to tell me I’m not driving home like this. Nope. Now, I just drive home with my heart torn to shreds, bleeding every mile back up the hill where I apparently belong.
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      I’m clutching the seat of my chair, white knuckling the folding chair’s gray pad as Ryan sprints down the court. There are two seconds left of the Championship game against Steuben. I jump up with everyone else as he soars through the air. Less than a second left. The ball hits the rim, and I take my first breath of relief in the second half.

      The ball falls into the basket. The stadium erupts.

      I sit back in my chair, watching the scene unfold around me. RHS just won the State Championships. I’ve played zero minutes since that night the Ballers abandoned me. This doesn’t feel like my victory at all. It feels like my failure. Everything I wanted whooshes past me as the entire team minus myself congregates on the court, hugging one another. From the corner of the court, I see the head of our division walk toward the mass of bodies with a trophy.

      Watching it all seems so surreal. When I saw myself here in my head when I made the decision to transfer to RHS and try out for the Warriors, I saw myself in the thick of things. I saw myself fly down the court and make the layup to win the game by one. I saw myself getting hiked up on Ryan Linc’s shoulders. I thought they would all praise me.

      Instead, they hate me. Again.

      Lake O’Brien screams out a triumphant growl. Hayes, Alec, and Sloan have the biggest smiles on their faces. Not one of them is looking to see where I am. Not one. It’s a far cry from when Alec said he couldn’t wait to share his baseball victory with me. They don’t care about sharing this moment, so why do I still ache to share it with them?

      I grab my unused sweat towel and head off toward my special locker room, so I can change out of my crisp jersey. This is just any other day, and to think that I still have three months of junior year left, then basketball camp before we’re back here to do it all over again.

      The Ballers may have the upper hand at RHS. I underestimated them, their cruelty, their ability to look the other way when something hits them over the head, but camp is a whole other story. Their asses are mine.

      

      
        
        The End

      

        

      
        Foul Line, Book 2 in the Ballers of Rockport High Series, can be pre-ordered here.

      

      

      
        
        Feel free to also join my Facebook group to talk about my Baller Bullies!
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            Safe Haven Academy Series Blurb

          

        

      

    

    
      Macie Davenport’s life is over.

      

      The girl who has everything is reduced to an empty black hole of nothing they call Safe Haven Academy. It’s where bad souls go for reform, but end up getting worse until they’re shipped out to another “sheltered place” with an equally uninspired name. It doesn’t matter what they dress it up as, Macie knows places like this are for people like her—people everyone wants to forget.

      

      The screwed up part? Macie’s not bad. Torn with grief and living in a fantasy world? Yes. A psychopath? Not likely.

      

      Worse yet, she can’t forget. Not even a little. Not even trying with all her might, she’ll never forget the consequences of the night the sky turned dark.

      

      Then, they force themselves into her life. A shining light in the bleakness around her, three boys irrevocably change her fate. Can she allow the sun to shine through? Or will Macie give up before giving them a chance?
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