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      Best friends. First loves. Biggest heartbreaks.

      Leo Taylor is a rising football star who has everything—charm, talent, and a trail of adoring fans.

      But the one girl he truly wants is the one he’s pushed away.

      Quinn Russell has always been the heart of their tight-knit trio, loyal and fierce, and secretly in love with Leo for years. When a moment of connection rekindles what they've lost, it sparks a whirlwind of passion, betrayal, and heartbreak.

      As secrets come to light and loyalties are tested, Leo and Quinn must decide if their history is worth fighting for—or if love is just another game they’re destined to lose.
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      Thank you for choosing this book and deciding to read it. You totally rock.

      I’d like to get to know you better! Each Friday, I send out a chatty newsletter, with book news, sales and giveaways. You can sign up for it right here.

      And if Facebook is your jam, you’re invited to join my dedicated reader group, Tawdra’s Kandle Lit Readers.

      Enjoy your book! <3
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      Leo

      I couldn’t remember her name.

      The girl standing in front of me, twirling a lock of her blonde hair around one scarlet-tipped finger as she leaned forward to give me a good look at her tits down the scooped neck of her snug sweater. . . I didn’t know what to call her.

      That wouldn’t have been such a big deal if I hadn’t spent a couple of hours last night fucking her senseless.

      “I didn’t know if you had my phone number.” She smirked and shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “We didn’t actually do much talking last night.”

      “Yeah, that’s true.” Holly? Hallie? Hildie? God, who was she?

      “But in case you wanted to get in touch so we could . . .” One of her light eyebrows rose suggestively. “You know, get in touch again, you should have my number.”

      Before I could reply, she eased closer to me, brushing her boobs into my chest as she reached around to grab my ass. Or I thought that was what she was doing—but no, her fingers dug into the back pocket of my jeans and pulled out my phone. With a smile that I guessed was supposed to be sultry, she glanced up at me.

      “What’s your passcode?”

      Like I was going to tell her that. “Uh, here, I’ll type it in. It’s kind of complicated.” It wasn’t, actually, but no way in hell was I letting this chick whose name I didn’t even know figure out how to access my phone. I tapped in the six digits. “Okay, give me your number.”

      It wasn’t until the words left my mouth that I realized I’d made a big mistake. How was I going to add her contact info without knowing her name?

      But she solved the issue before I had time to panic. Lifting the phone from my hand again, she began typing away, her fingers flying over the screen. I breathed a silent sigh of relief, and then I asked myself why I was so worried. It wasn’t like I was really planning to hook up with this girl again. I didn’t usually do repeat bangs. And even if I did, it would be a matter of opportunity. I didn’t need to call or text a chick to arrange a booty call. The chicks came to me.

      After all, I was Leo Taylor, football star of the Eatonboro Eagles. Leo the Lion, they called me, and even though I secretly hated the title, there wasn’t any denying that it got me my share of tail and then some.

      If I was more like the rest of the guys on my team, I wouldn’t be bothered that I couldn’t remember this girl’s name. There were a shit-ton of girls at our high school, and who had time to memorize who each one was?

      But although on the outside I seemed just like the rest of the team, I still had an inner voice that didn’t let those things slide. That voice was appalled not only that I didn’t remember who the blonde was but that I’d had sex with her in the first place. That voice was exasperated and impatient with me . . . and even though I didn’t want to admit it, that voice sounded an awful like my best friend Quinn.

      Quinn. I’d known her—and third member of our trio, Nate—for as long as I had memory. We’d navigated childhood and preteen years together, and even when life—and football—had pulled me away from them, I always knew they’d be a steady presence in my world, the same way my mom and dad and my two brothers were. Quinn and Nate were like extended family . . . or at least, that was what I’d thought up until we were sophomores.

      Now, I still saw Nate as an honorary brother, but my feelings toward Quinn were a hell of a lot more complicated.

      It had begun right after my first big game last year. I’d just gotten bumped up to varsity, and I’d been feeling like I was on top of the world. At the Starlight Diner, where we all hung out after games, Quinn and Nate had come over to congratulate me on the win, and Quinn had wrapped her arms around me, giving me one of her signature tight Quinn bear hugs. She’d always been the more demonstrative of the three of us, being the only girl, and I was used to her impulsive embraces, but something had been different that night.

      For some reason, that night when she’d pressed her body into mine, I’d become painfully aware of the way her boobs had filled out recently. I’d noticed the subtle scent of her shampoo and perfume, and I’d accidentally brushed my hands over the gentle curve of her ass.

      What had always been solid friendship had, in a matter of seconds, morphed into something new and terrifying. I’d stepped away from her, laughing, but not before I noticed the flash of confusion in her eyes. She’d felt it, too.

      Next to us, Nate had given my arm a punch. “Nice job out there tonight, Leo. A couple of times, it looked like you were flying instead of running.”

      I’d grinned back at him, feeling the same twinge of regretful guilt I often did when it came to Nate. He was oldest of us by a few months, but that wasn’t a good thing. He’d been born prematurely, and his life ever after had been series of illnesses, physical setbacks and occasional victories. Thanks to the muscular degenerative disease that afflicted him, Nate had been slow to walk and even now struggled to keep up with us in the school hallways and when we went to and from each other’s homes on foot.

      Since we’d started high school, though, he had gotten involved in rowing crew, and he spent long hours down at the river, practicing and competing.  It was beginning to show, too.  Although Nate was still smaller than the rest of us and had that sort of scrawny look to his face, his arms and chest had filled out, and he seemed to have found some kind of quiet confidence that he’d never had before.

      But it wasn’t only the physical chasm between us that gave me a guilt trip about Nate. It was the fact that I’d known for years that he was in love with Quinn. I’d watched his feelings of friendship develop into undeniable adoration, and I’d also seen the way Quinn refused to acknowledge the shift. She treated him the same way she did me: with a tidal wave of affection and steady loyalty. She showed up for his crew competitions the same way she did for my football games, cheering for both of us.

      In return, Nate and I tried to show support for Quinn’s passions, but it wasn’t always an easy task. She’d never been interested in playing sports herself; instead, she’d gotten involved with the school newspaper in our freshman year, and she spent most of her free time hanging out in the paper’s office with the rest of the staff and the advisors.

      I knew that Quinn had made friends with a few girls who worked with her on the newspaper, and when, in an effort to be a good friend, I’d asked her about it, she’d gone on and on about the joys of writing.  I didn’t get it myself, but since she helped me sometimes with my essays and term papers, I kept my mouth shut and nodded a lot.

      That night in the diner, though, had forced me take a closer look at how my friend had changed in the last few months. I was already aware that she had grown until she was among the tallest girls in our class.  The jeans she wore that evening showed off her long legs, and as I watched her move away, I noticed that she carried herself with a sort of grace I didn’t see in other girls.  Her face had slimmed and softened, too.  The only thing that hadn’t really changed was her hair, which was still long and curly—and judging by how impatiently she swiped it out of her face now, still always in her way.

      On some level, I’d realized all those markers before that night. But in my single-minded focus on football, I’d hadn’t been paying attention. Now that I’d acknowledged that my childhood friend was a total babe, there wasn’t going to be anyway to unknow it. I wanted to dash after her and tug her back to the booth I was sharing with my buddy Matt Lampert and a couple of other team mates. I wanted to convince her to walk outside with me so I could hold her again, this time taking advantage of privacy to run my hands over her curves and taste her lips.

      I wanted Quinn.

      Coming fast on the heels of that realization was the crushing knowledge that I could never have her. Quinn Russell, my best friend, was everything pure and good in my world. If I went there now—if I gave myself permission to touch her and kiss her and do all the other things my body was suggesting, something would change, and I wasn’t ready for it. I didn’t want Quinn’s perception of me to change, and I knew it would happen if I let her in.

      And then there was the Nate issue, too. How in the hell could I break my other best friend’s heart, when he had so little in his life? If I made a move toward Quinn, it would destroy the delicate balance between the three of us. I wasn’t going to do that.

      So that night, I’d let her go, and afterwards, I’d been intentional about putting space between us. I wasn’t mean, and I didn’t end our friendship, but I made conscious choices to spend more time with my friends on the team and the girls who hung around with them. The distance that grew between Quinn, Nate and me didn’t make me happy, but I knew this was how things had to be.

      I didn’t have room to complain . . . even if I’d chosen to give up a couple of old friendships, my life was pretty damn spectacular. Exhibit A still stood here in front of me, in front of my locker, fluttering her eyelashes as she handed me back my phone.

      “Here you go.” She turned and winked at me over her shoulder. “Don’t lose that number, Lion. Pretty sure you’ll want to use it soon.”

      She walked away, but I didn’t miss the extra wiggle she added to her saunter. My lips twitched; I might not have remembered her name, but damn if I still couldn’t feel her round ass under my fingers as she’d ridden my cock.

      Name. Shaking my head ruefully, I checked out the added contact to see who she was, just out of curiosity. And when I saw what she’d typed, I groaned.

      In the spot where she should’ve put her name, she’d written instead, Best Sex of Your Life.

      “Not even close,” I sighed, erasing the entire entry. I didn’t need a clingy girl like that in my life. The truth was that I had a girlfriend, and she was damned demanding, commandeering my Friday nights, my Saturday mornings and just about every other waking hour of the week, particularly from late summer through early winter. Her name was football, and for her, I’d give up just about everything else.

      From my earliest memories, football had been my life. It was my reward for making it through a boring day at school or for doing my chores and homework. Football was what made me different than my two older brothers, who were all about the round ball and the hoop. 

      I liked that, having something of my own that made me stand out from Simon and Danny. And even better, I was good at it. When I was on the field, something almost mystical took over my body and mind, and I became more. I was focused only on the ball and where it was. When the QB threw a pass, I could predict where it would land. This innate sense gave me more receptions than most kids my age, and it made the coaches sit up and take notice. 

      Don't get me wrong--I still put in the practice and the work. Most nights during the season, I dragged my sorry, aching body home and fell into bed, exhausted. But it was a good tired, the kind that made me eager to jump out of that same bed in the morning.

      Now, as a junior, I was eating, breathing and sleeping football.  And I loved it.  I never complained about the day-long practices in a hundred-degree heat or about the games where they had to clear snow from the ground so that we could see the yard markers.  As long as I was out on the field, I was in heaven.

      And if I’d eased away from people like Quinn and Nate, I still had a pretty cool group of friends.  Most of them were football players, too, because it was easier to hang with guys who knew what I was talking about.  And the girls were usually cheerleaders or the girlfriends of the football players.  They understood the game and the commitment.

      I’d been relatively successful in ignoring my feelings about Quinn. Other boys in school had begun to notice her; some of them, remembering our long-time connection, asked me about her, what she was really like. I knew a few tried to ask her out. Whenever that happened, my chest got tight, and I wanted to punch something, which I knew made no sense. I didn’t want to admit to myself that my feelings toward the girl who’d gone skinny-dipping with me in our baby pool were . . . complicated. Yeah, I dreamed about her sometimes. Yeah, there were times when she turned a certain way, looked at me or smiled when I felt like I couldn’t breathe. But she was Quinn, the same perfect, innocent girl who’d been almost part of me our whole lives. And since that night at the Starlight Diner, I’d made choices that meant I wasn’t good for her. Not anymore.

      To my secret relief, though, Quinn never seemed interested in the guys who asked her out.  She was always nice enough to everyone, but she just didn’t date.  I couldn’t figure out why. She didn’t seem to want the same popularity that I had, and there were times I wondered if she thought less of me because I did want it.

      I wondered, too, how much Quinn knew about me off the football field. I hooked up with lots of different girls. I didn’t go around flaunting my stellar sex life, but I didn’t make a big effort to hide it, either. Whenever my mom or my brothers teased me about not having a steady girl to date, I had to remind them that for me, football came first.  If a girl didn’t get that, she didn’t get me.

      Which, of course, brought us back to Ms. Best Sex of My Life whose name would forever remain a mystery. I rolled my eyes and tucked my phone back into my pocket before closing the door to my locker. If I didn’t hustle, I was going to be late to practice and get my ass chewed off by Coach.

      I’d almost made it to the locker room when I spotted Quinn.  She was clutching a pile of notebooks to her chest and walking in front of me, her head down and her shoulders stiff.  Behind her, between us, a bunch of girls I recognized as cheerleaders were giggling.

      Before I could say hello to any of them, one of the cheerleaders, Trish, reached deftly around Quinn and knocked a book out of her arms.  I started to smile, thinking it was the kind of thing a guy would do to a buddy, but then I saw Quinn’s reaction.  Her face flushed, and she jerked away before leaning down to retrieve her book.

      “What’s the matter, queen?  Clumsy today?”  The girls surrounded her, hemming her in.

      Quinn pressed her lips together tightly and didn’t answer.  She began to stand up, and another cheerleader shoved her back down.

      “We didn’t like what you wrote about the squad. You need to stop saying stuff like that.”

      “It’s an editorial.  Opinion. Look it up. It means I can write what I want.”

      I winced.  That wasn’t what these girls wanted to hear.  I knew them all from parties and from away games, when we traveled together on the bus, but these three weren’t people I generally hung around with.  They tended toward meanness, and I didn’t have time for that shit.

      “Leave her alone.” I stepped forward and stood in front of Quinn.  “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

      One of them smirked at me.  “This isn’t your business, Leo.  We’ve got it covered. Run along.”

      “Quinn’s a friend of mine, and I’m pretty sure she didn’t do anything to you.  So yeah, it is my business.” I grabbed Quinn’s hand and hauled her up.

      Trish, the undoubted queen bee of the group, looked as though she wanted to say something else, but one of the other girls snagged her arm and pulled her away.  She threw another poisonous glare over her shoulder as they headed down the hallway.

      I glanced down at Quinn.  “What was that all about?”

      She was standing frozen, and I realized that she was staring at our still-joined hands.  I released hers, and she looked away.

      “It was nothing.” Quinn shrugged.  “Stupid cheerleaders.”

      “What were they talking about?  What did you write to set them off?” I persisted.

      She looked me full in the face for the first time.  “I guess this means you don’t make it a priority to read my editorials.”  There was something in her voice that wasn’t exactly humor mixed with a little bit of hurt, and guilt made me snap back at her.

      “I don’t read anything but school stuff and play books during football season. No time.  So tell me, what did you do?”

      “I didn’t do anything.  I wrote an opinion piece about the special treatment the cheerleaders get, nothing that everyone else in the school isn’t thinking.  And some of them obviously didn’t like it.  No big deal.”

      I gritted my teeth and ran a hand through my hair.  “Mia, are you crazy?  That’s not exactly the way to make friends.” I used my pet name for her, the one I’d called her since we were toddlers, without thinking about it.

      There it was again, that flare of pain in her eyes. I wasn’t sure if it was because I’d used the old endearment or because I was scolding her.

      “Gee, thanks, Leo. This is all good information. Funny, though.  I didn’t know I needed help making friends.  I used to have some really good ones, once upon a time.”

      I ignored the sarcasm.  “I’m still your friend, Quinn, you know that.  But couldn’t you try a little harder?  I mean, with other people? Sometimes you have to play the game to get along in the world.”

      “The people I want for friends wouldn’t expect me to be a phony.  They would accept me for who I am.” She lifted her chin and leveled a gaze at me

      “You don’t think I do?”  That stung, maybe because it felt a little bit true.

      “I don’t know, Leo.  Do you even know who I am anymore?”  She jerked her arms away from my hands and stalked away, down the hall.

      I didn’t try to follow her.
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      Quinn

      “Some people think they’re so much better than the rest of us. So much smarter.”

      The voice behind me was all too familiar. A mix of apprehension and annoyance flooded my mind. Trish Dawson. Perfect. Just who I needed to deal with today.

      Clenching my jaw, I kept walking. I’d learned through painful experience that ignoring girls like Trish was the only way to deal with them. It didn’t make them stop, and it definitely didn’t make me feel better, but pretending they didn’t exist let me hold onto some dignity.

      “Hey, queer queen. I’m talking to you.” She was closer to me than I’d thought, and so I wasn’t ready when she reached around and knocked the notebooks out of my arms.

      I felt my face go hot as I stopped to pick up the books. This wasn’t my first experiencing with being bullied; I figured they’d laugh and move away. But this time, they didn’t. Trish and the other three girls formed a small, tight circle around me, all of them smirking.

      “What’s the matter, queen?  Clumsy today?” Original insults weren’t Trish’s strong suit. She’d been calling me queen or queer queen since freshman year. I guessed in her limited intellect, Quinn didn’t lend itself to anything more demeaning.

      I began to stand up, all of my stuff in one hand, but another of the girls shoved at my shoulder, pushing me back.

      “We didn’t like what you wrote about the cheer squad. You need to stop saying stuff like that.”

      I affected an expression of shock. “Really? You can read? Wow, let me go alert the media. I think we just found our headline for next week’s paper.”

      Trish’s eyes narrowed. “Listen, bitch⁠—”

      “No, you listen.” I stared back at her. “It’s an editorial.  My opinion.  I can write what I want.”

      Trish’s face took on an ugly sneer. “No one cares what you think. So maybe you should⁠—”

      “Leave her alone.”

      Leo. Now my heart was pounding in earnest. He stood on the other side of Trish, his muscled arms folded over his broad chest.  “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

      Kylie, Trish’s right-hand minion, glanced at him.  “This isn’t any of your business, Leo.  We’ve got it covered. Run along.”

      “Quinn’s a friend of mine, and she didn’t do anything to you.  So yeah, it’s my business.” He pushed between Trish and Kylie, grabbed my hand and pulled me to my feet. The girls were still surrounding us, but all I could think was Leo is holding my hand. His palm was pressed against mine, warm and so full of strength I wanted to cry.

      Trish glared at me, one finely-arched eyebrow raised. I knew that look; it meant we’ll finish this later. Fabulous.

      She and her posse turned and stalked away, still giggling. But I didn’t even spare them a glance, because I couldn’t tear my eyes away from my hand in Leo’s. My fingers were completely enveloped in his grasp. He was saying something, but I was too preoccupied by the buzzing in my ears to pay attention.

      “Quinn, what was that all about?” He repeated himself, frowning, and let go of my hand. I felt immediately the loss and had to stop myself from reaching toward him.

      “Um, it was nothing.” I took a step back away from Leo. “Stupid cheerleaders.”

      His forehead creased, and I realized I was talking crap about girls who were probably his friends now. Maybe more than friends. God only knew what he’d done with some of them; I’d heard stories about football parties and what happened there. I was only too aware of the rumors that were whispered about Leo and his prowess off the field. I only hoped he hadn’t hooked up with Trish. Sure, he was banging a different girl every week, but he knew how I felt about her—how much she hated me. Surely he wouldn’t cross that line. I could handle anything but that.

      “What were they talking about?  What did you write to set them off?”

      Now annoyance flared, almost overshadowing the want surging through my veins. It was typical of Leo these days; he’d never assume I was blameless. It had to be me who’d written something wrong.

      Plus, this confirmed something I’d suspected—that Leo didn’t read my articles. He gave my work at the school paper great lip-service, but now I knew the truth.

      “Maybe if you read the school newspaper now and then, you’d know. I guess this means you don’t make it a priority to read my editorials.”

      “I don’t read anything but school stuff during football season.” He shook his head.  “No time.  So what did you do?”

      “I didn’t do anything.” I hissed out the words. Of course, it was my fault that those bitches were threatened by me. Leo would see it that way. Once upon a time, he would’ve stuck up for me no matter what, but those days were in the past.  “I wrote an opinion piece about the special treatment the cheerleaders get. It’s nothing that everyone else in the school isn’t thinking.  Guess some of them obviously didn’t like it.  No biggie.”

      Leo ran a hand through his hair, his go-to gesture when he was exasperated.  “Mia, are you crazy?  That’s not exactly the way to make friends.”

      Pain sliced through me. Leo rarely used his special nickname for me anymore, and hearing him say it—his voice husky—reminded me of how far apart we’d drifted. And now he was giving me advice on finding friends? What kind of loser did he think I was?

      “Gee, thanks, Leo. This is all good information. Funny, though.  I didn’t know I needed help making friends.  I used to have some really good ones, once upon a time.”” The words were laced with sarcasm.

      Leo winced. “I’m still your friend, Quinn, you know that.  But couldn’t you try a little harder?  I mean, with other people? Sometimes you have to play the game to get along in the world.”

      The truth was right there in his voice. I was an embarrassment to him. Poor Quinn, the geeky girl who just couldn’t seem to find her own circle. The girl who reminded Leo of a part of him he’d turned his back on when football and popularity became more important. The impact of what he was saying stung, and I lashed out in response.

      “The people I’d want for my friends wouldn’t expect me to be a phony.  They would accept me for who I am.” I leaned forward a little, just to make sure he heard me.

      “You don’t think I do?”  Leo looked stricken, as though what I’d said was some huge revelation.

      Anger bubbled up inside me. I was sick of the whole thing. Sick of mooning after this boy, sick of the pain of losing my best friend. Sick of him pretending nothing had changed, when it was brutally clear that it had. I took another step back and spoke in a low voice.

      “I don’t know, Leo.  Do you even know who I am anymore?”

      Before he could respond, I wheeled around and started walking away as fast as I could. I knew he wouldn’t follow me, though in my fantasy world, Leo did chase after me, grab me by the arm and push me up against the wall between two sets of lockers. What happened next in my daydreams was something I couldn’t bear to think about just now.

      I turned a corner, my shoulders wilting now that I was out of Leo’s sight. God, what kind of fool was I . . . why couldn’t I just accept that Leo was never going to see me as anything more than the friend he’d left behind?

      “Hey, wait up, Quinn!” It wasn’t Leo calling me—big surprise—but I slowed anyway, turning at Gia Capri jogged up. “What the hell is going on?”

      My eyebrows drew together. “What do you mean? I’m heading to the newspaper office.” Gia and I were both on staff at the paper; it was how we’d gotten to know each other.

      She gave me round eyes. “I just overheard Trish Dawson talking all kind of shit about you. She was practically spitting like a cat—and Leo Taylor was mentioned, too. What did you do?”

      This was the second time I’d been asked this question within a few minutes, and it didn’t improve my mood.

      “She was pissed about the editorial. Big surprise. She’ll get over it.” I hesitated before going on. “Leo happened to overhear us. He got in her face about picking on me, so that’s why you heard his name, too.”

      “Eeek. What a bitch.” Gia slung an arm around me. “But at least you had a hot guy stick up for you. Got to count that as a win, right?”

      “Maybe.” Gia hadn’t known me back when Nate, Leo and I were best friends. She’d gone to a different elementary school, and we’d only met in high school. I wondered if anyone but me remembered when we’d been an inseparable trio.

      “Let’s go vent to Jake about all this. He lives for this power to the press shit, you know? If you tell him Trish Dawson harassed you, he’ll probably organize a protest rally by tonight.”

      I snorted. “Because that’s what I need. A protest.” Shaking my head, I hugged my notebooks to my chest. “Okay, let’s go. I need to talk with Ms. Nelson about next week’s columns, anyway.”

      When we turned into the small corner classroom that housed the newspaper office, Jake Donavan was sitting at a desk, his eyes fastened on the computer screen. He glanced up at us with a smile.

      “Hey, Q! We’re getting lots of response on your cheerleader editorial. Want to read some of the comments?”

      Gritting my teeth, I slid a chair out from beneath the long, cluttered counter that went all the way around the room and dropped into it, letting my head sag against the back of the seat as my eyes closed. Gia hopped up to perch on the counter, facing me, her legs swinging.

      “Quinn just got an up-close and personal comment on that piece, thanks. We thought you should know.”

      I sighed and swung my head to look at Jake, just barely opening my eyes.

      He frowned at me. “What happened?”

      I gave a grunt and rolled my shoulders. “I had a run-in with Trish. Let’s just say her response was decidedly in the against column. She’s not a happy camper.”

      “Shit.” He spun his chair around to face me. “When you say run-in, do you mean she spewed venom at you, or . . . she didn’t, like, actually get physical, did she?”

      I quirked at eyebrow at him. “Are you worried about me, or are you intrigued by the idea of a chick fight?”

      Gia hooted. “You took the words right out of my mouth, Quinn.”

      Jake laughed. “Your opinion of the male of the species could use some work, Q. Of course, I was just concerned about you.” His lips curved up into a wicked smile. “But if you want to tell me how she pushed you down, and then you pulled her hair, please. Feel free.”

      “Perv.” I crumpled up a sheet of newsprint and tossed it at him. “Sorry, but it didn’t get that involved. She knocked my books down, and then she and her goon squad stood over me while I was trying to pick up my crap. I guess she might’ve gone further if—” I stopped abruptly, and Jake waved his hand in a go-on gesture.

      “If?”

      “If Leo Taylor hadn’t been there to save the day,” Gia sang. “Our very own football hero sent the bitches running.”

      I glared at Gia. “Not quite. He stepped in, and they left. Not without a subtle warning that we weren’t quite finished, but you know them. There’s not much long-term memory there. Trish will forget all about me the next time she has to memorize another cheer routine.”

      “You’re probably not wrong. But still . . . if she gives you trouble, say something to Ms. Nelson. She’ll take care of it.”

      I propped my feet on the counter desk, nudging Gia out of the way. “Ms. Nelson always tells us that genuine journalism can sometimes make people edgy, and we need to be prepared to deal with the fallout. Right?”

      “Sure, but Q, this is a high school newspaper, not the Washington Post. No one expects you to put your safety on the line for the sake of an editorial.”

      “Why would you be putting your safety on the line?”

      A new voice from the doorway of the newspaper office made Jake, Gia and me jerk our attention in that direction. My friend Nate stood there, leaning against the jamb with what might’ve looked like casual nonchalance in other guys. But I knew he did that to rest his legs after the long walk down the hallway. Rowing crew had helped Nate improve his strength, no doubt, but it couldn’t take away the damage caused by the degenerative muscle disease he’d suffered from since birth.

      “Hey, Nate.” I smiled, craning my head back so I could see him better. “I thought you had practice today.”

      “Canceled.” His eyes flickered over to Jake. “Hey, man.”

      Jake lifted a hand in response, and Gia cleared her throat loudly, tilting her head toward me. I’d forgotten that she and Nate probably didn’t know each other.

      Rolling my eyes, I corrected that situation.

      “Nate, this is Gia. I’ve talked about her to you, I know, but I don’t think you’ve actually met. Gia, this is my best friend in the world, Nate Wellman. He’s known me since I was born, and he harbors all of my deepest, darkest secrets.”

      I’d meant my introduction to be light and flippant, but Nate didn’t so much as a crack a smile. His gaze skittered over Gia, and he gave her a brief nod. “Hey.”

      Her eyes lit up as she looked him over, and I realized with a jolt that Gia saw something in Nate that I never did. She didn’t see the years of struggle and pain and illness, the way he’d been fighting as long as I could remember just for brief glimpses of normal. No, Gia saw a cute guy, with a broad, muscled chest, strong arms, and dark hair that fell over large, expressive eyes.

      Clearing my throat, I motioned him into the room. “Come on in and sit down. Jake, Gia and I were just talking about the response to my cheerleader piece.”

      Nate didn’t budge from the door, but he shifted his laser-sharp focus on me. “What happened?”

      “Nothing really. Tell you about it later. Are you heading home now?”

      “Yeah, I was about to. I wanted to see if you were ready to go, too. It’s a nice day for a walk.”

      I hesitated, for more than one reason. We all lived fairly close to the high school, but what was easy walking distance for me wasn’t necessarily the same for Nate. I couldn’t bring that up in front of Jake and Gia, though. Nate was sensitive enough about how other guys saw him; the last thing I needed to do was coddle him in front of an audience.

      I had a more selfish angle, too, though. I’d planned on spending at least another hour here in the newspaper office, maybe brainstorming for my next opinion piece and just hanging out with Jake, Gia and anyone else who happened to wander in. These were my people, my friends. One of the benefits of Nate getting involved in crew was that it freed me to do my own thing for the first time in . . . well, ever. I didn’t have to feel guilty about leaving him out. And I liked that.

      Jake must have misinterpreted the reason that I didn’t respond immediately to Nate. He gave my rolling chair a little kick, knocking my feet off the desk.

      “Nothing’s happening here, Q. Go on home for now. Probably better you stay out of Trish’s orbit anyway. At least until she cools down.”

      I heaved a deep sigh. “Fine. But I want a shot at that article on tenure for teachers. I can think of more than a few in this school who’re only still here because the union protects them.”

      “Q, that’s going to be straightforward report. No bias allowed. Remember? That’s only way Ms. Nelson would okay it.”

      “Bias? Me?” I stood up and fluttered my eyelids in feigned innocence. “I am all about the journalistic integrity and impartiality. You know that.”

      Jake rolled his eyes. “Get the hell out of here, would you? I’ll make sure you’re in the running.”

      “Fine.” I stuck out my tongue at our editor-in-chief as I scooped my books. “We’re not done talking about this, though, Jake. Gia, don’t steal my teacher piece after I leave.”

      She crossed her heart. “Never would. Not my circus, anyway. It’s all yours, Katherine Graham.”

      “That’s a good one—Katherine Graham.” Jake leaned against the desk. “Does that make me Ben Bradlee?”

      “In your dreams, buddy.” I waved. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Later, Q. Bye, Nate.”

      Nate answered only with a curt nod, letting me pass him through the doorway before he slowly pushed off and walked alongside.

      “You need to stop at your locker?” His tone when it was just the two of us was much gentler, less defensive.

      “Nope. I’m good.”

      We walked toward the side doors of the school, both of us silent. I slowed my steps to accommodate Nate’s, as I always had. Anyone watching us might think we were a typical couple, taking our time as we meandered down the hall, but I could still see the slight stutter and the occasional jerkiness of Nate’s gait.

      As soon as we were outside, on the sidewalk, Nate glanced down at me. “Want me to carry your books?”

      “No.” I brushed up against him, not quite shoving into his side, but almost. “I’m a strong, independent young woman, Nate. I carry my own damn books.”

      “Nice. I was just offering. Being a gentleman.” He grinned, shaking his head.

      “Duly noted and appreciated, but no, thanks.” I stepped onto a cluster of acorns, relishing the satisfying crunch beneath the rubber sole of my sneaker. “The trees are so pretty, aren’t they? If only they could stay like this and not drop their leaves. I hate winter, when they all look so dead.”

      A shadow passed over Nate’s face. “Yeah, me too. But then spring comes. You just have to hold on long enough to get through the winter.”

      “I guess. Still. I’d be okay if we went right from fall to spring, with maybe a little bit of snow just on Christmas day.”

      “Customized weather, huh? Someone should get working on that.” He kicked a pile of dried leaves. “Quinn, what happened with Trish?”

      “Oh.” A lock of my curly brown hair fell over my eyes, and I blew up a breath to brush it away. “It really wasn’t anything. She didn’t like what I wrote, and she tried to intimidate me. That was it.”

      “She just backed down?” Nate, all too familiar with the ways of bullies, sounded skeptical. “Really?”

      “Well . . . no. It might’ve been worse, but Leo showed up and got her to leave.” I tried to keep my own frustration out of my words, but it was impossible, especially when I was with Nate. He was the only other person who truly understood what it was like to see one of our best friends—the third in our trio—change so much that he was more like a stranger these days.

      “What did Leo do?”

      I didn’t miss the heavy irony. Nate’s resentment of Leo was even greater than mine; on the rare occasions nowadays when I was around both of them together, I felt like the rope in a game of tug-of-war.

      “Oh, he just sort of diffused the situation. Told Trish to cease and desist.” I paused, wondering how much more I should share with Nate. “And then he basically told me that I was wrong for having written that op-ed piece.”

      “So it’s your fault that Trish attacked you?” Nate shifted his backpack from one shoulder to the other, and I noticed tiny beads of sweat on his upper lip. I must’ve been walking too fast without realizing it. I gradually slowed my steps.

      “He didn’t come out and say that, but that’s the way I took it. I might’ve gotten a little pissy with him. I think I hurt his feelings.”

      Nate scoffed. “Yeah, I doubt that. I know you try to give him the benefit of the doubt, Quinn, but Leo hasn’t had feelings for a long time when it comes to us. He always looks at me like I’m . . . I don’t know. The old teddy bear his mom refuses to throw away. Like he’s outgrown me.”

      “I don’t think that’s true.” The mad that had carried me after I’d turned my back on Leo was giving way to hurt. Misery was a band around my heart, squeezing until I felt like I was going to cry. I kept seeing Leo’s face when we were arguing in the hallway. His expression had been almost one of . . . pity. Maybe Nate was right. But admitting that to myself was excruciating, since apparently some small part of me had been clinging to the belief that some day, Leo was going to fall in love with me. He was going to see me the same way I saw him, and he would realize that we really were meant to be together.

      That faith was beginning to waver, though. It died a little more each time I saw Leo walk off the football field with his arm around one cheerleader or another, and when I heard stories passed around school about how Leo the Lion—that was his nickname on the team—was more accurately Leo the Lover.

      “You don’t want to see it, but that’s the way he acts. When you’re around, it’s not so bad, but when you’re not, he ignores me. Or worse.”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what worse meant. Fortunately, we’d just reached my house, and I turned down my front walk. “Come on. Let’s sit for a minute.”

      Kicking the leaves from the brick step at the edge of the porch, I sank down, dropping my books onto the ground next to me. Nate took a minute to hook his backpack on the railing, and I turned my back on him for a moment, pretending to check one of my notebooks, intentionally giving him some privacy as he joined me. Going from standing to sitting and back again was always a little bit of a process for Nate, and I knew it embarrassed him for me to sit gawking while he made it happen.

      Once I heard him exhale loudly, I knew it was my cue to shift attention back to him. I picked up the thread of our conversation while delicately skirting what he’d said last. “Nate, I’m not defending Leo. I think the way he treats us is shitty. I’m just saying, I don’t think he actually realizes it sometimes. He looked genuinely surprised and hurt today when I said he didn’t know me anymore.”

      “You said that to him?” Nate sounded both surprised and pleased.

      “Yep.” The errant strand of hair fell into my face again, but before I could blow it out of the way, Nate reached over and gently tucked it behind my ear. He trailed one finger over my jaw, just barely skimming the skin. I froze, painfully aware of how close he was sitting to me and the brush of his breath on my neck.

      It was getting more and more difficult to ignore the hints Nate dropped about his feelings toward me. More than once, he’d acted as though we were already a couple. Even this afternoon, when he’d stopped at the newspaper office, there had been an air of possessiveness that transcended our reality—that we were best friends, and nothing else. But until Nate actually made a move, I couldn’t very well tell him I didn’t feel the same way about him. And I didn’t want to hurt him—the very thought of that made my
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