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For the girl who convinced herself she didn't care.

You cared. It's okay.
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Grades Before Boys

There are three things I know for certain about myself.

One: I am five feet nothing and I will never, ever be five feet something. My mother was tiny, my dad is tall, and apparently I got the short end of that genetic deal in the most literal sense.

Two: I look better in my brothers' old rugby shirts than I do in anything hanging in my actual wardrobe. I have tested this theory extensively.

Three: I am absolutely, categorically, one hundred percent not in love with Cole Richardson.

I repeat this last one to my reflection in the mirror every morning, just to keep things clear between us.

My reflection — blue eyes, freckled nose, blonde hair in a lopsided bun — looks back at me with the kind of scepticism usually reserved for politicians and people who claim they do not really like chocolate.

"You're doing that thing again," my best friend Jessie told me last week, watching me glare at the window that faces the Richardson house. "That thing where you stare at his window and then pretend you weren't staring at his window."

"I was looking at a bird."

"There was no bird."

"There might have been a bird."

Jessie just gave me the look. The look is a very specific Jessie expression that combines total disbelief with deep affection and a little bit of pity. She's perfected it over eleven years of best-friendship.

Anyway. Today is the first day of senior year, and I have decided that this year will be different. This year, Mackenzie Ellis — Kenzie to everyone who likes me, McKenzie to my dad when I've done something wrong — is going to focus. I have a sports scholarship application due in December, a biology grade to rescue from the depths of almost-failing, and a senior year to survive. I do not have time for complicated neighbours with grey eyes and a talent for getting under my skin.

Grades before boys. My dad's been saying it since I was twelve. This year, I'm actually going to listen.

I pull on my favourite cut-off jeans and grab Derrick's old football shirt off the chair where it has lived for the past six months. My brother left for college two years ago and somehow his shirt stayed behind. I count this as a win.

Downstairs, I can smell bacon and coffee, which means my dad is already in full Morning Dad Mode. Sure enough, when I walk into the kitchen, he's standing at the counter in his club jacket, looking like a slightly greyer, slightly more rugby-obsessed Richard Gere.

"Morning, Buttercup." He kisses the top of my head and slides a plate in front of me. Bacon, eggs, toast. He has been making me this exact breakfast since I was old enough to sit at the table. I find it deeply comforting and slightly embarrassing in equal measure.

"Morning, Dad."

"Sleep well?"

"Like a very short log." I sit down and drag the plate towards me. "Shouldn't you be at the club?"

"Match isn't until this afternoon. I wanted to see my daughter off on her last first day of school." He sits across from me with his coffee, unfolding the newspaper with the practised ease of a man who has been reading actual paper newspapers his entire life. I find this also comforting and slightly embarrassing.

I watch him for a moment. He's forty-four, my dad. He could probably find someone, if he wanted to. He's kind and funny and he makes excellent breakfast food, and according to Jessie's mum, he looks like a younger Mel Gibson, which — I don't totally see it, but I'm also not going to argue with Jessie's mum.

"You should go on a date," I say, because apparently my mouth has decided to skip the internal filter this morning.

My dad lowers his newspaper approximately two centimetres. Just enough to look at me over the top of it.

"Why?"

"Because you're forty-four and you spend your weekends coaching rugby and watching rugby and thinking about rugby."

"I also watch cricket."

"Dad."

"Kenzie."

He goes back to his newspaper. I eat my bacon. Outside, a car horn beeps twice — Jessie's signature greeting, which my gran would have called impatient and my dad calls 'that girl and her honking.'

"Go," my dad says, folding his newspaper with great dignity. "And remember." He points at me. "Grades before boys."

"There are no boys."

"There is one boy."

"Dad—"

"Grades. Before. Boys." He kisses my forehead. "Have a good day, Buttercup."

I grab my bag, roll my eyes at him, and go meet my best friend.

* * *
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JESSIE FRENCH HAS RED hair, big opinions, and an alarming ability to predict the future of other people's love lives while being completely oblivious to her own. She's been reading romance novels since we were thirteen and has developed what she calls a 'finely tuned radar' for these things. I call it wishful thinking with good narrative instincts.

She is also, genuinely, the best person I know.

She's in her pink Mini, engine running, already texting someone with one hand and adjusting her mirror with the other. A little-known fact about Jessie: she cannot multitask. She just refuses to acknowledge this.

"You're going to drive us into a ditch," I say, dropping into the passenger seat.

"Good morning to you too." She pulls out of the driveway with the confidence of someone who has never actually driven into a ditch. "New year. New us. Are you ready to absolutely own senior year?"

"I'm ready to pass biology."

"That's the spirit." She grins at me. "Oh, and I saw the light on in Cole's room when I drove past. He's back from wherever he was this summer."

Something in my stomach does a small, traitorous thing. I ignore it with great discipline.

"Great," I say, looking out the window. "Wonderful. Very interesting information that I don't care about at all."

Jessie's grin gets approximately twelve percent wider.

"Right," she says.

"Can we talk about your book drive? You said you needed help with flyers."

"We can absolutely talk about my book drive." She does not stop smiling for the entire drive to school.
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Octopus Girl and Insults

The unspoken law of Hawthorn High is that the senior section of the front courtyard — the stretch of pavement between the fountain and the oak tree — belongs to the year twelves. Other years have a vague, unspoken understanding of this. The seniors have never had to enforce it. It just is.

And this year, it belongs to us.

I will admit, walking into that courtyard on the first day of senior year with Jessie, both of us technically allowed to be there, was a small but genuine thrill. I am not above admitting this.

What I could have done without was the low, lazy whistle that followed about thirty seconds later.

I didn't need to turn around. I've known that whistle since we were fifteen.

"McKenzie Ellis."

Cole Richardson was leaning against the oak tree like he'd been placed there by someone who wanted a very specific kind of problem in my life. Black jeans. Black t-shirt. Dark hair that was just slightly too long, curling at the edges. Grey eyes that were currently doing that thing where they looked like they found everything faintly amusing, but specifically me.

He'd grown over the summer. Not that I noticed.

"Richardson," I said.

"Like the shirt."

I looked down at Derrick's football shirt, which was, objectively, three sizes too big and had a small mustard stain near the hem from last Tuesday.

"Thank you," I said pleasantly. "I got it from a person who isn't you, so it's
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