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This one's for all my friends who have let me steal their kids' names for my books. And for Dani, who let me steal her actual name.








  
  Isabella
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2017, Eleventh Grade, Debate Class


Ican’t take my eyes off the new guy. He’s got Ian Somerhalder from Vampire Diaries written all over him and it’s just as intimidating as if the star of the show himself walked in here. Every time he looks at me, my heart spins like a puck set free on the ice. And for whatever reason, he’s looking at me a lot. Maybe my hair is extra crazy today—the Florida humidity will do that to a girl—or maybe I have something in my teeth from lunch.
While Mr. Gonzalez in our debate class explains our next assignment, I run my tongue over my teeth and smooth my hair (ineffectually). When we’re divided into groups, of course new guy is in my foursome with Carlos, Eva and me.
“What’s your name, man?” Carlos asks the new guy.
“Elliot. Elliot Adler.” I notice his long, dark lashes over his crazy light blue eyes—he looks absolutely unreal.
“You’re new here,” I say, almost wincing at the tone of my voice—I sound snobby. Unfortunately, this is my go-to when I’m intimidated. It doesn’t win me many friends, but I don’t need any more. I’ve got plenty. (See? Snobby.)
“From Boston,” Elliot says, ducking his head.
“Oh dude, you’re on the hockey team,” Carlos says. “Coach told us about you.”
Elliot, who seemed shy a moment ago, lights up. “Yeah, man.” The two of them start to talk about hockey—about the Panthers game last night and our school’s chances in the district this year. Elliot’s quiet demeanor turns almost arrogant. I catch my first glimpse of his smirk, and it does something weird to my insides—I’m both attracted and repulsed at the same time.
Seeing him in all his gorgeous glory with that smirk, I’m sure this guy thinks he’s all that and a bag of chips. With a side of guac. Extra guac. I can’t seem to reconcile it with the quiet, shy guy who’s been stealing glances at me all during class.
“We should get started on the assignment,” I tell them. And I know I sound stuck up. But I’m not letting hotty McHottyPants ruin my grade just because he’s a bigshot hockey player from Boston. No way I’m falling for that combination of charm and arrogance. I just hope our paths don’t cross too much from here on out—because something tells me I won’t come out unscathed.






  
  Elliot

[image: ]
2017, Eleventh Grade


Everything about Isabella Castillo is mesmerizing—from her wild curls to her dark eyes and full lips. Her curves deserve their own Shakespearean soliloquy. Yet again I find myself in debate class practically wiping the drool off of my chin while I watch her. It’s a feeling I haven’t had since before Dad died, and it terrifies me as much as it thrills me. 
I wish I could get more than a scoff or an eye roll from her. I want to get her attention, get her to notice me.
If only I knew how.

      [image: ]I spent hours YouTubing the confetti bomb I’ve set up in Isabella’s locker—with the help of my buddy, Christian. We packed the confetti bomb with confetti, and when there was still space left in the container, we added glitter.
It’s going to be epic.
I wait around the corner with Christian until Isabella shows up. I try to act as casually as possible—with one shoulder leaning against the lockers on the other side of the hallway.
Finally, Isabella shows up wearing these electric blue skinny jeans that hug her curves so much that I’m jealous of them. Keep it together, Adler.
Beside me, Christian jostles my shoulder. “She’s here,” he whispers loudly, as if I’m not aware of every single move that Isabella Castillo makes. I swear I sensed the moment her mom dropped her off at school in her little red Miata.
I may not have remembered to bring a change of clothes for after hockey practice today, but you better believe I remember everything about Isabella.
My eyes are trained on her as she opens her locker. The explosion makes a loud popping sound, not unlike a cheap firework. Isabella squeals, jumping back from her locker.
The moment it happens, I realize the mistake I’ve made. There’s enough confetti in there to celebrate a Stanley Cup win—and it launches everywhere. But the real problem is the glitter. It coats her from head to toe, and it doesn’t look like it’s going to come off anytime soon. She might have glitter stuck in her hair until she dies.
Isabella looks around in stunned disbelief, her eyes wide as she pivots on her heel to try to find the culprit.
There’s no way she’ll ever know it was me—until Christian starts smacking my back and cackling, “Broooo!!” I’ve never looked more guilty in my life. Isabella’s eyes immediately find mine and she goes from looking shocked to pissed in 0.5 seconds flat.
She narrows her eyes at me, pointing an accusing finger toward me. “You,” she spits out.
Just as she’s about to charge me like an angry bull, our vice principal steps into the hallway. “Miss Castillo,” he calls out. “I’m all for birthday celebrations, but get this cleaned up STAT.”
“But—” she calls after him, but he’s already turned down the next hallway. “Ugh!” She stomps a foot, her fists going to her hips. “You are helping me, Adler,” she says, each word like a fist thrown.
At this point, Christian is doubled over as he laughs but my heart is going erratic in my chest. Because I’m now absolutely sure about two things:
	I might never get off of Isabella Castillo’s ‘naughty’ list after this and 

	Even though she’s mad, and her wrath is focused on me, all I want is to see that spark again in her eyes—no matter what it costs me.



Because seeing that fire makes me feel alive for the first time since my dad died. And suddenly I need that more than I need oxygen. I need Isabella Castillo.






  
  Isabella
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Present Day


This is the day my career changes for the better. 
At least, I really, really hope it does. I’m manifesting the heck out of it—because I want to be a serious sports reporter. Not someone who does lifestyle pieces or obituaries or, heaven forbid, cover city council meetings. Gag.
No, I was born and bred to be a sports reporter. And not just any sport. I want to cover hockey. To say that I’m obsessed would be an understatement. The cool arenas, the crazy fans, the slice of skates on the ice. The intensity and fierceness of the game speaks to a wild piece of me. I’ve wanted to write about hockey since I went to my first Florida Panthers game back in middle school, and my entire life has led up to this point: managing our high school hockey team, studying journalism at Stanford, and working in the sports section for Stanford’s paper. And now, working at a newspaper in Tampa, where our home team has had recent back-to-back Stanley Cup wins.
But I’ve been relegated to the lamest journalism coverage of all time. Today, that ends. Or, at least, I really hope it does.
To show my chops, I sent my editor a piece I did on the last Tampa Bay Lightning game. He told me he’d like to meet about it this morning at 9am.
Everyone in the newsroom knows that Paul only schedules happy meetings for the morning—the doozies are for the afternoon. I check my phone before getting out of the car and find a text from my friend, Dani Marshall. She’s a sports data analyst that I went to college with at Stanford—we both worked in the sports section of the Stanford Daily. I sent her my article for feedback before sending it to Paul.
Dani

Let me know how it goes with Paul. You got this! <flexed biceps emoji>

Me

Thanks, girl. I’m stressing but I know I deserve this.

Dani

Yes you do.


She sends me a GIF of Justin Jefferson doing the Griddy in the end zone. There is not a person in the world who loves football more than Dani Marshall. We constantly rib each other about how our beloved sports—football and hockey—are better than the other.
Me

Football players with their touchdown celebrations are so gauche.

Dani

Hey, at least they have all their teeth. <winking emoji>


I laugh as I tuck my phone into my purse. Texting with Dani has given me the confidence I need for this meeting. I stroll into the worn but loved offices of the Sunshine City Gazette holding two cups of my favorite cafe con leche from La Segunda Bakery in Ybor.
It’s a good day for a good day. A good day for a promotion. I don’t even care about the pay—I know I won’t get paid more for the sports section—this is all about a dream fulfilled.
I (somewhat) tamed my curly locks this morning, finger-curling them under the diffuser for half an hour. I made an effort to apply my makeup in a way that screams “serious sports reporter.” At least, I tried.
Instead of my typical jeans and blazer outfit—we’re casual around here—I opted for a pencil skirt and blouse. My outfit is giving strong I’m here for a promotion vibes. I take a deep breath outside of Paul’s door, jiggling my wrist to adjust my silver bracelet with my Cerebral Palsy charms. My non-profit, Champions for CP, designed the charms and give them as part of our donor gifts each year. The bracelet is my lucky charm and keeps me grounded in moments like these.
I glide into Paul’s office, handing him one of the cups before sitting across from him. He takes a quick sip before greeting me. “Mmm, thank you, Isa.”
I preen under his praise—alright, it wasn’t quite praise, but beggars can’t be choosers, can we?
As I try to situate myself comfortably in this (very) uncomfortable chair, I realize how hard it is to sit in a pencil skirt in a way that does not flash my boss. I try to cross my ankles in that very demure I’m so feminine way, but my thighs are much too thick for that to work. I lean forward, shifting my weight so I can attempt to stack my legs a little better, but all I feel is the pull of the tight fabric across my (ample) backside. So much so that I’m afraid if I move too much more, I’m going to rip my skirt. I opt for an awkward position where I sit slightly leaned forward, my hands clasped at the top of my knees where the gap in my skirt is visible.
Note to self: pencil skirts are a trick from the devil and should go in the trash immediately.
“So, Paul, what’d you think of my piece?” I ask.
“Your piece?” He frowns at me, his outdated mustache curving downward with his mouth. “Oh, right, the hockey thing. Well, yes, that’s what I wanted to talk with you about.”
I lean forward, eager, yet attempting to keep my cool. (I’m really not good at keeping my cool.)
“Helena told me that you went to school with that famous hockey player Elliot Tadler—”
“Adler,” I say, correcting him. “Yes, yes I did.” Does that make me more qualified to cover hockey news? Absolutely not, but hey, if Paul thinks it does, then whatever. He doesn’t know anything about hockey.
“Great. We want you to do an in-depth profile on him. A human interest piece that would make the people of Tampa Bay buy our publication over the Times. Since you know him, you’re the right woman for the piece.” He says it matter-of-factly, like this is a normal part of my job.
And, worse, he acts like I’d want to do a profile on Adler.
Adler, the shockingly gorgeous center on the Tampa Bay Lightning.
Adler, who practically gave me Prank PTSD from all of his antics in high school.
Adler, my forced senior prom date who made an absolute fool out of me.
My insides twist with a combination of bitterness and confusion. I want to cover hockey—to be a real sports reporter like I’ve always dreamed—but this is not at all what I’d hoped would happen today. Sure, I knew if Paul put me on our sports column, I’d have to interview Adler here and there after games. But an in-depth piece will require a lot of time with Adler—and his family, friends, teammates. I’m about to get as close to Adler as a detective to their case.
But there’s no way I can turn this down. “Of course,” I tell Paul, forcing a smile. “I’d love to.”






  
  Isabella
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April 12, 2018


It started out just like any other day, but it certainly didn’t end that way. 
As class president for Cypress Bay High, I’m giving our morning announcements from the PA system in the front office. I’ve gone through most of the items on my sheet, from the Drama Club meet up to the reminder for seniors to drop off their baby pictures for the graduation slideshow. I’m on our penultimate announcement: “Congrats to our hockey team, who beat the Stoneman Douglas Eagles last night 4-2 to head to our state championships! Speaking of hockey, we have a winner for their prom fundraiser,” I announce, stumbling a bit because I don’t remember this being in the script when I reviewed it a few minutes ago. I glance up at my best friend, Eva, who’s our class secretary and in charge of announcements. She handed me this page moments ago. I frown at her and she smiles, waggling her eyebrows. 
The Cypress Bay hockey team is doing a fundraiser for prom—where they’re literally raffling off tickets to prom with some of their single players. Guys like my nemesis, Elliot Adler, who is as cocky as he is gorgeous. He’ll probably be our prom king, but he’s also our prank king—and I’m usually at the wrong end of his pranks.
I think it’s gross that they’re auctioning these guys off in the first place—but when I spoke up
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