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			For every girl who thought she needed a date to the dance, here’s a secret: I was that girl, too.

			Never had anyone ask, always went with friends, hid in the bathroom during slow songs.

			I didn’t realize I was already the Main Character in my story—and you are, too.

			You sparkle.

			You shine.

			You are the moment.

			This book is for you.

			Go give the world your Main Character Energy.
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			I can’t see.

			Can’t hear, either—nothing but the thoughts in my brain and the thunk thunk of my head knocking around.

			Still, I run.

			Frantically, hoping and praying I don’t smash into a tree or twist my ankle falling into a hole, or worse, breaking something because my pace is fast and frantic.

			This is literally the dumbest thing I’ve ever done.

			Seriously stupid.

			It’s dark—of course it is, I’m in the woods near the back of the high school, at the edge of a golf course subdivision but not so close I’m going to get busted for trespassing.

			At least, that was the plan when I shoved this monstrosity on my head.

			I figured wearing it would be easier than carrying it, but I’m having second thoughts about that, too.

			Fuck, it’s hot in this thing, and excuse my language but it’s so damn hot.

			So hot.

			And could someone tell me why I chose to eat Mexican food for dinner? I feel it rolling in my stomach along with the nerves I’ve felt all damn day. All week.

			All month.

			I’m so screwed.

			I continue running, the light of the nearby high school glowing in the distance, their athletic fields lit up like the Fourth of July as their girls soccer team plays under the bright lights.

			Breathe, Easton.

			Breathe.

			I do, heavily.

			It’s not easy with this thing on my head.

			Seriously, damn.

			In through my nose, out through my mouth, the spicy salsa I ate hours earlier lingering on my breath and dang near suffocating me inside this prison I’m trapped in, rammed on top of my head.

			I dodge and weave best I can through the woods, branches slapping the plastic protecting my face, occasionally stabbing me in the chest. That’s protected, too, but only because of the massive pile of brown fur I’m carrying in my arms.

			Thank god for that or I would be in rough shape.

			My toe gets caught on a root and I stumble, catching myself just in time to keep from face-planting.

			I stop; adjust the monstrosity on my head so I can see where I’m going, the lights in the distance appearing more…distant? Which makes no sense, I’m running in the right direction.

			I think.

			I was.

			Crap, this thing is making it almost impossible to get a visual on my surroundings.

			My heart pounds wildly inside my chest, beating erratically as if I were on the ice in an intense game.

			“You got this, Easton. You’re almost home free.”

			And now I’m muttering to myself.

			Great.

			Somewhere to my right—or maybe it’s my left—I hear a dog barking.

			Smell the telltale signs of a charcoal grill. Burgers?

			It’s hard to tell.

			My stomach rolls again in one last act of betrayal.

			Do not puke. Do not puke.

			Do.

			Not.

			PUKE.

			I suck in an inhale to keep my breathing in check.

			In through the nose, out through the mouth, in through the nose, out through the mouth, in through the nose, out through the—

			Stumble again, hitting something hard at hip height.

			Fumble in front of me to gauge what that thing might be.

			Wood?

			A bush?

			“Hey. You!”

			Oh shit.

			Oh no.

			“YOU! STOP!”

			I pick up my pace, choking down the vomit in my throat, adrenaline shooting through my entire body and—

			Hit the ground harder than any time I’ve been hit by any defenseman or thrown to the ice during a game.

			Whoosh.

			The air leaves my body, the monstrosity partially leaves my head, the gust of air a welcome invader.

			Yes. Thank god, I can finally breathe.

			Still can’t see, though.

			My hands move first, up to remove it, gripping the sides, pulling.

			“FREEZE, MOTHER EFFER,” the voice commands.

			I freeze.

			But, like—mother effer?

			Who says that instead of using the actual swear word?

			I snort, despite the fact that I’m fucking scared.

			Terrified, actually.

			The sound of crunching leaves. Breaking sticks.

			I’m incapable of moving another inch, but I can remove this helmet, if only to get more air.

			“I said freeze, mother effer! Do what you’re told and you won’t get hurt.”

			Do what you’re told and you won’t get hurt.

			Definitely a female voice.

			Sounds young, too.

			A foot lands on my gut, causing me to gasp.

			“You’re not the boss of me,” I force out.

			A tsk. “You’re in my yard, a-hole.”

			I don’t move.

			Can’t.

			“Take that stupid thing off your head so I can see your face.”

			Pause.

			“Do it or I’m calling the cops.”

			Once again, I comply.

			Lift the thing off my head, darkness making it impossible to see, especially when—

			“Jesus!”

			I’m blinded by flashes—a cell phone camera—one after the other.

			Then the clicking of a tongue as my eyes adjust to what little natural sunlight remains. A porch.

			A yard.

			A girl from my senior class staring down at me.

			“Well, well, well—if it isn’t the one and only Easton Westermann committing a crime in my very own backyard.”
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			Three days earlier…

			“We dare you to ask Maddie Miller on a date.”

			I stare at my three friends, my hands gripping the sandwich on my lunch tray.

			They dare me?

			To ask Maddie Miller on a date.

			As if I would ever do that, in a million years.

			Maddie. Miller. My dream girl.

			My eyes slide across the courtyard to the table where she sits, basking in the limelight, surrounded by her friends. Long blond hair. Bronze skin. Short jean shorts and a crop top, despite the cooler temperatures. Maddie and her friends sit—untouchable—holding court while the students surrounding them eat lunch.

			Maddie ignores everyone, phone in her face, and I can see that she’s taking selfies or making a video to post on social media, not eating lunch. She has a cute lavender lunch bag in front of her.

			I swallow, shaking my head slowly.

			No.

			It’s never going to happen.

			I’ve had a crush on Maddie Miller since seventh grade—she might not be the nicest girl at school, but she’s one of the most popular. They want me to ask her on a date?

			Have my friends lost their damn minds?

			I sigh loudly, chewing my dry ham sandwich. It tastes like sandpaper and I pick up my carton of milk to force the wad of bread down my throat, which is suddenly an impossible task.

			Ask Maddie Miller on a date.

			Even if I wanted to ask her out—I would have to have the cojones to do it. And if that were the case, I would have done it months ago. I wouldn’t be sitting at a lunch table surrounded by the idiots daring me to do it. I would be eating with her.

			Over there.

			“What are you, five? No one dares me to do anything,” I boast with confidence.

			The idea of this particular dare has my nut sack shriveling three sizes and has REJECTION written all over it in fat neon letters. My buddies might as well take a Sharpie to my forehead and write LOSER there for Maddie to see.

			Not that I’m an actual loser.

			As a left winger for the school’s hockey team, I’m no schlub.

			And all I have to do during the school year is keep my average from falling below a C—and “not do anything stupid that might fuck up my chances at getting recruited by a D1 college.” That is a literal quote from my father.

			Or get injured.

			But let’s get real here: Maddie isn’t interested in a guy who gets his face knocked around by other giant dudes or his teeth almost knocked out because of the sport he plays. My face will never be nearly as pretty as hers.

			I gnaw on the edge of my bread, thinking. “What are my options besides asking Maddie Miller on a date?”

			There has to be more to it than this. These assholes have a backup plan—they always do.

			“Or.” Marcus takes a swig from his water bottle, then makes a show of screwing the cap back on. “Or you’re the one who’ll have to pull the Impossible Senior Prank this year.”

			I laugh, tipping my head back. “Say what, now?”

			I could not have heard him right. They’re idiots, but they would never make me pull a prank—not when I have so much riding on my senior year.

			“Sorry, dude. You drew the short straw.”

			“How could I have drawn a short straw when I wasn’t there to pull a straw to begin with?” This is bullshit!

			I stare around at my friends; they can barely look me in the eye.

			My throat is dry. “Are you fucking with me right now?” I feel myself blinking rapidly. “You three want me to pull the senior prank?”

			“We don’t want you to do it—you have to do it.” Marcus sets down his water bottle and holds his hands in the air. “Don’t shoot the messengers. We did you a favor!”

			A favor? HOW?

			Everyone knows I have a full ride to college for hockey. Getting caught doing something like the senior prank could blow the entire opportunity, same as drinking, smoking, or stealing.

			Illegal pranks.

			I live like a choirboy most of the year, not by choice but by necessity—and here they are telling me I have to ask out the girl of my dreams…or pull the senior class prank?

			“Hear us out.” Gabe busies himself by pushing his pizza around on his lunch tray with the tip of his finger. “Last night at the class officer meeting we started talking about the senior prank, ya know, before Mr. Cotter came back into the room. We had to put everyone’s names into a spreadsheet so it would be fair.”

			“Yeah, but not everyone wants to be involved in that crap,” I point out.

			“I know, dude, but this is the senior prank. Everyone has to be involved.”

			I beg to differ, but before I can argue my next point, he goes on.

			“Anyway, Tompkins drew Beth Reinhardt for the recon and your name to”—he lowers his voice, leaning in closer so I can hear him—“take the mascot.”

			I groan, pulling a hand down my face. “No way, dude. No.”

			Marcus fiddles with his bottle again. “Listen, man, literally the only way Tompkins was willing to let you off the hook was for you to win your way out of it.”

			“Oh. Tompkins is willing to let me off the hook,” I grind out sarcastically. “Who made him Lord of Everything?”

			Fucking Aiden Tompkins.

			I hate that guy.

			The little dweeb is senior class president and a major blowhard because his dad owns the local grocery store, pharmacy, and several chain restaurants in town. Mr. Tompkins thinks he’s hot shit, and so does his weaselly turd of a son.

			“When were you going to tell me about this meeting?”

			“You’re not a class officer,” Gabe, class treasurer, points out somewhat boastfully, and I have no choice but to roll my eyes back at him.

			“So they just picked my name?” I use air quotes, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “How convenient.”

			“No, they didn’t just pick your name. I already told you, we put all the seniors’ names into a random draw and picked ten. Then from those, we chose you.” His large palm claps down on my shoulder. “Dude, I’m sorry. I tried to talk them into choosing someone else, but Tompkins said it wouldn’t be fair to throw your name out. The computer picked it. The best I could do was have him agree to this dare instead. You do the dare and you’re off the hook.”

			Fine, I believe him. The computer picked it.

			I believe him because no one in this school is dumb enough to volunteer as tribute. Not for the prank—it’s too risky. I know it’s risky because they pull the same prank every single year, since it coincides with culmination of basketball season.

			I throw the rest of my sandwich onto my tray, appetite gone.

			“This is so jacked up.” I shake my head. “I’m not doing it. My parents would kill me.” And if they caught wind that the class officers were organizing the entire thing, my parents are the kind of parents who would call the principal and rat Aiden Tompkins out—but then I look like a whiny, dickhead snitch.

			Marcus snorts. “Same.”

			“Yeah,” Gabe intones. “Any one of us would be in deep shit if we got caught, so maybe you shouldn’t be crying about it. You’re not special.”

			Yeah, I kind of am.

			“I’m not crying about it,” I whine.

			This isn’t fair and it isn’t cool.

			“Aiden said you could win a dare instead. That was the deal—ask Maddie Miller on a date and you’re off the hook.” Marcus looks satisfied. “Dude, did you hear me? You’re off the hook.”

			Oh joy.

			“All you have to do is walk over there”—Gabe points across the courtyard we call our cafeteria—“and ask her. Big deal.”

			My brows go up. “Oh. That’s all?”

			My stomach gurgles, and I am this close to shitting my pants.

			Shit.

			I’m screwed.

			I have to do this.

			If it means someone else will have to pull the senior prank, I suppose I have no choice, do I?

			“Well. That’s not all. Not exactly.” Gabe is staring down at his tray, the pizza slice greasy and probably stale.

			I go still. “What do you mean, not exactly?”

			Marcus fidgets.

			Gabe squirms.

			Deshaun—who hasn’t said a word this entire time—blanches.

			“Jeez, you assholes. Are you going to tell me the rest of it or not?” The silence is driving me nuts!

			“She, um.” Gabe can’t look me in the eye. “Maddie Miller has to…uh.”

			She has to what?

			I glance over at her, a vision in the courtyard. “She has to what?”

			“To win the dare and get yourself out of the senior prank, you not only have to ask Maddie Miller on a date…” He pauses dramatically. “She has to say yes.”
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			3 Days Earlier…

			Dear God—or whoever is up there listening. It’s me. Again. Harper, the girl who hit you up last month about that weird rash she had on her backside and prayed it would go away before her cousin’s wedding? Yeah. That Harper.

			So I’m not trying to be annoying or anything…if that’s a thing?

			But I have a dilemma. And you might not think it’s a big deal, because there are way more important problems on the planet than my stupid problem, but here goes anyway: I don’t have a prom date.

			I know. It’s so embarrassing.

			Can you please send me one? Like, a good one.

			I know that of all things to pray for this one is super self-serving, but cut me some slack—I’m almost eighteen and I’m desperate. Ha ha.

			And not to be picky, but can you make him semipopular and likeable? So we can tolerate each other for one night? Oh. And can he be taller than me. And cute? Not that looks are everything—we all know I’m a sucker for a good personality—but if he had a nice smile with nice teeth, that would be great.

			Okay, now that I’m actually praying for this, I feel like the most selfish jerk on earth. I know my not having a date for prom is the least of your worries, but the thing is—

			I assumed I’d have a date, so like a dum-dum, I volunteered for the prom committee, but now I don’t have a date and everyone has been asking who I’m going with because no one can mind their own business!

			Plus, I have a dress.

			It’s THE dress. My dream dress.

			It’s pink and like a cloud and so expensive I felt guilty letting my mom buy it. I AM THAT GIRL WHO WENT AND BOUGHT A DRESS BEFORE SHE HAD A DATE! I lied to my parents about it, but what choice did I have? I don’t want them to think I’m a loser.

			So yeah. If you’re there and you’re listening, could you send me a sign that everything is going to work out? Because prom is in two weeks and it’s not looking favorable.

			I give myself a glance in the mirror, pull my brown hair back into a ponytail, and tie it with a scrunchie. Sending off my silent prayer ending with an Amen and hallelujah, time to make magic.

			Alone.

			Yup, that’s me. Harper Conrad: forever dateless.

			What am I, a glutton for punishment?

			Ugh.

			Why do I do this to myself?

			Because I’m excited about prom! Blame it on every single romance novel I’ve read, and television and the movies, not to mention all the dress posts I’ve seen that are now part of my algorithm when I’m mindlessly scrolling.

			I’m a victim of great marketing, okay?

			I want to be a part of the big day. I want the gym to sparkle. I want it to shine! Glimmer!

			I know what you’re thinking: Harper must be an art nerd or a sucker for painting and drawing. But that’s the first thing you’re wrong about. I am not artistic. I cannot draw a stick figure.

			I cannot paint.

			The second thing you might be assuming about me is that I’m a Goody Two-shoes for volunteering—usually the class officers have to beg for help. But not with me on the committee—nope. I’ve recruited enough people to have a full team of students to decorate.

			I’ll take my bow later…

			For now, I have men to manhandle.

			Making my way to the garage, I select one of the massive pieces of cardboard we’re using for the occasion and prop it against wall, checking to see that it’s tall enough to be a realistic height, for I am in charge of the knights.

			According to the directions our committee head gave me, I need at least ten knights in armor to decorate the gym.

			I shiver with excitement. Is there anything more romantic than a fairy tale theme? Or “A Knight Under the Stars,” as our school is calling it.

			Eek!

			Perfection.

			Still. Now that the cardboard is in my possession and at my house, the task feels daunting.

			“Of all the things you could have been in charge of, you choose painting knights,” I grumble. Ugh.

			I groan, looking down at the sample drawing that I’ll use to project onto the garage wall so I can trace it. Ten times.

			“Why didn’t you keep your mouth shut?” I add. “How nice would it have been to be in charge of the ticket sales? Or the photo booth?”

			Or the massive balloon arch that’s going to be in the lobby of the gym when you walk into school.

			“Now look at you. None down and all these to go, and you don’t even have a stupid date.”

			Plenty of my friends were going to go dateless, but they’re dropping like flies. One by one, cringey promposals are showing up in my Snap Stories, too. My best friend Macy? She was just asked to the dance by a guy in her chemistry class; he sent her a pizza with the words I KNOW THIS IS CHEESY written in black marker on the inside box cover and BUT—PROM?? spelled out in pepperoni on the pizza.

			She was freaking thrilled!

			“You don’t eat meat,” I reminded her as her squeals pierced my eardrums and she lunged into Marcus Fields’s waiting arms. “And you don’t eat cheese.”

			The look she gave me over his shoulder as he was spinning her…

			I shudder at the memory, only a teensy-weensy bit jealous.

			And by teensy bit I mean: a lot bit.

			None of us are dating anyone, but that isn’t stopping my besties from getting actual dates to prom. I seem to be the last girl standing—or at least, that’s how it feels.

			“How long are those going to take up space in this garage?”

			My mother interrupts my inner complaining, motioning to all the cardboard scattered around her parking space.

			“I’d love to be able to park in here. It hasn’t been fun carrying groceries into the house from the driveway.”

			It’s on the tip of my tongue to remind her there are worse things in the world than having to walk her groceries from the driveway to the kitchen—or to remind her that not everyone has a home to walk groceries into. Or to remind her that not everyone has groceries.

			But if I actually said those things? She would start yelling.

			“Sorry, Mom.” I’m adjusting the projector so its beam of light is lined up with my cardboard. “I promise I’ll get these out of here as soon as they open the art room for the committee again.”

			Currently the art room has no space; too many other prom-related decorations are swallowing it up.

			“How was work?” I change the subject.

			My mother’s frown deepens.

			She sighs. “Work was work.” She checks her wrist for the time. “Dad should be home in a bit; it’s his turn to start dinner.”

			I nod.

			My parents aren’t divorced…yet. But it feels inevitable. They don’t exactly get along these days, coexisting in the house though barely communicating. Not unless they have to. It’s strained and awkward and so uncomfy.

			I hate it.

			I doubt they have sex anymore—not that I want to picture my parents having sex, but isn’t that, like, part of a healthy adult relationship?

			Anyway, I don’t think they have it and I don’t think they can stand each other, and they’re at the point where they don’t even hide it well. I wish they would call it quits; as much as I love them both, they are so…

			I don’t know.

			Removed.

			It’s stressful tiptoeing around the two of them when we’re all in the same room. On the other hand, if they separated, would I have to move half my crap to another house? That would be a huge pain in the ass, so I’m not sure what’s worse: their weird relationship or starting anew.

			“Where did that all come from, anyway?” Mom asks, still standing on the threshold of the laundry room, hip against the doorjamb.

			“Art teacher ordered it.”

			“Remind me again: Why aren’t you doing this at school?”

			I shake my head. “We can’t bring any of the decorations into the gym until the day of prom—they need the space for basketball games and stuff. There’s literally no room to store any more of the decorations at school.”

			And there are a ton of them.

			She nods, understanding. “Are you still excited about your dress?”

			I shrug. I was so ridiculously excited about the dress when we first bought it, but now it’s a daily reminder that I have no date and likely never will.

			None of my prayers are being answered.

			Ugh.

			“What’s the shrug for?” my mother demands, standing up straight now.

			“Yes. I’m still excited about my dress. I’m just nervous.”

			Mom tilts her head. “What are you nervous about?”

			I shrug again. “Just…maybe that prom won’t live up to the hype. But seriously, I love my dress and can’t wait to wear it.”

			She wants to say more but doesn’t have the energy—I can see it on her face.

			“We should probably make an appointment for your hair.”

			We should, but I don’t see the point.

			Not if I don’t have a date.

			“I was going to have Macy do my hair and makeup.”

			“Are you sure? Because I can make an appointment at my salon.”

			I nod, unenthused. “You can if you want.” But it may not be necessary.

			She hangs out a little longer, finally disappearing into the house. When she does, I go back to the task at hand, sketching the outline of my knight onto the cardboard.

			Flashy metal.

			Swords.

			Cool helmets.

			Breastplates.

			My knights will have it all!

			I concentrate, working well into the evening, far past the time my dad gets home. Working so long he brings me a plate—spaghetti. He sets it on the workbench, my music blaring from the wireless speaker.

			Dad doesn’t question me the way Mom does, nor does he seem to mind that art supplies are scattered everywhere. For some reason, I’m not sure if his silence feels better or worse.

			I twirl my paintbrush between my fingers, staring at the half-finished knight in front of me. The outline is bold, the details sharp. He looks powerful—like nothing could knock him down.

			I wish I felt like that.

			Instead, I feel stuck.
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			We dare you to ask Maddie Miller on a date.

			I stare blankly into my messy locker, Marcus’s words echoing in my brain, my constant companion over the last two days.

			The hallway fills with students and I spot Maddie Miller at the far end, surrounded by her adoring pack of fangirls—phones out, all of them preening and fussing with their hair, pursed lips and all.

			Nothing new there.

			I’ve seen her videos, of course. I don’t know shit about social media, but I know it’s important to Maddie and that she has a decent following.

			Rooted to the ground, I watch the girls in my peripheral, trying not to seem obvious—I wouldn’t be caught dead outwardly staring. Maddie’s feet move in a practiced dance…long legs…short skirt…cropped shirt.

			“Take a picture, it’ll last longer.”

			Holy shit.

			I accidentally slam my locker shut, startled at the voice.

			Turning my head, I see Harper Conrad twirling her locker combination. Her teasing interrupts my mental flatlining.

			“I wasn’t staring at Maddie Miller.”

			We both know I’m lying.

			We both know I was staring; I just wasn’t planning on getting busted doing it.

			I consider my staring research for the Dare. After all, why the hell would I want to ask Maddie on a date when she’s surrounded by her minions? I have to do recon work so I’m not forced to waltz over there when she’s with other people—I’m an idiot, but I’m not crazy.

			Unfortunately for me, Maddie always has an audience.

			“I never said you were staring at Maddie, I said ‘Take a picture, it’ll last longer.’ ” Harper laughs, cramming a pink canvas tote into her locker. “You just outed yourself.”

			Harper fidgets with her books, nodding toward Maddie. “Why don’t you just talk to her? She won’t bite.”

			Is it that obvious I want to talk to her?

			“I don’t want to talk to her,” I argue. “And I know she doesn’t bite.”

			“I mean, she might,” Harper teases. “She only looks sweet.”

			What point is she trying to make? Is she implying that Maddie isn’t nice?

			Why is this any of this Harper’s business?

			“I wasn’t staring.” I say it again in case I wasn’t clear the first time.

			Harper yawns, busying herself by grabbing a paperback off the top shelf of her locker. Not a textbook—we barely have those anymore ’cause the school gives us computers—but an actual paperback novel. I can’t see its cover, but it’s white and blue and has the word jock in its title.

			“Whatever you say, dude.” She chuckles.

			Dude?

			Why does she make it sound like an insult?

			I open my mouth but quickly snap it shut; I don’t know Harper well enough to continue arguing with her.

			Say less.

			But Harper isn’t through chatting with me.

			“I don’t understand why everyone is so afraid of her,” she goes on, stacking the paperback on top of some notebooks. “She does nothing but take selfies and put them on the internet. Big whoop.” Harper slams her locker shut. “Not that it surprises me a guy like you is as basic as the rest of the male population.”

			A guy like me?

			Basic?

			What does that even mean?!

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” I blurt out.

			My locker neighbor shrugs. “You know—you all want to date someone like her.”

			Someone like her? Obviously! Maddie is beautiful and pretty and cute.

			“I am a f-freaking winger for the the—the…hockey team!” I stammer, floundering. “There is nothing basic about me!”

			She snorts.

			Actually snorts while she laughs.

			“Winger but not the captain? Yikes.”

			“Wow. That was really…” I plow a hand through my hair, letting out a puff of air. “Rude.”

			Harper spins on the heel of her pristine white sneakers, squeaking as she stalks down the hall toward the cafeteria.

			Why is she being so fucking rude?

			I wasn’t aware that Harper Conrad didn’t like me—I thought everyone liked me, I’m a decent guy—but you learn something new every day.

			Harper Conrad and I rarely speak—we’ve had lockers near each other for three years but no classes together.

			My brain ticks off details about her, most of them things you can discern about someone simply through observation:

			
					
					She’s not in any sports—at least, none that I know of.

				

					
					She is taller than most girls but shorter than me.

				

					
					Dark reddish-brown hair.

				

					
					Freckles.

				

					
					Wicked grin.

				

					
					Arrogant hair toss.

				

					
					Gets decent grades but not at the top of the class. Then again, neither am I.

				

					
					Doesn’t have a boyfriend. Or a girlfriend.

				

					
					Seems to like the color pink, as I’ve seen some locker decorations fall out from time to time. And she has a pink book bag.

				

					
					Brat.

				

			

			I watch Harper retreat until she’s swallowed by a sea of students, the warning bell ringing, her reddish hair finally disappearing from sight.

			I stand here with no books in my hands, nothing for my biology class, already late.
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			Why would I speak like that to Easton Westermann?

			Where do I get the nerve?

			What has he ever done to me to deserve that kind of treatment?

			Not a thing.

			Loathing myself, I hang my head. My stomach is in knots as I work.

			Actual knots, because I like Easton.

			Like him, like him.

			Don’t tell anyone, but I literally lay in bed last night wide awake, staring at the ceiling, because when I closed my eyes, it was Easton Westermann’s face I kept seeing. Except wouldn’t you know it, the last time I’d looked at him, he was making eyes at Madison Miller, self-appointed princess of senior year.

			Gag.

			Give the girl fifteen thousand followers on social media and she thinks she’s influencing, when all she’s actually accomplished is filming a few dumb choreographed dances when she’s supposed to be eating lunch. I’m embarrassed to have been caught watching Easton while he was staring at another girl.

			My hearts sinks.

			Is that seriously the type of girl he’s into?

			If it is, then there is no hope for a girl like me: A bit too confident for someone a tad nerdy. Bookish. Studious. Smart-mouthed.

			Throw in the fact that my parents are a mess…

			I wish I didn’t care what he thinks of me, but I do.

			Why did I open my mouth today?!

			Because, Harper. It irritates you watching him make sad eyes at Maddie Miller, who isn’t smart enough to give a nice guy like that the time of day. She is a stuck-up asshole who thinks she’s living her own version of a teenage movie.

			And now Easton thinks I’m a jerk.

			I turn my attention back to the task at hand: raking the lawn, despite the fact that it’s getting dark. We have company coming over this weekend, and neither of my parents has time to tidy up the backyard or clear the leaves from the fire pit. Therefore, the task falls to me.

			I’m at the far end of the yard, near the edge of our wooded lot. Behind our house is the football field of Parker Lane Prep—as close a rival school as we can get for simple proximity and the fact that they’re in our conference even though they’re private and we are public.

			Which creates even more tension.

			When I was a kid, I loved playing on their gym equipment when students weren’t using it—it felt taboo. And illegal. As if I were committing a crime by swinging on their swings or using their slides.

			I wasn’t, obviously, though technically was I trespassing?

			I still get a rush seeing the white lights of the football field shining bright, glowing through the tree in my backyard on Friday nights. Hearing their fans cheer.

			We are rivals—but that never stops me from sitting in their stands on the nights our Lancer Knights aren’t playing the Rhinos (that’s Parker Lane’s mascot), cheering them on, eating nachos from the concession stand with extra cheese finagled from my neighbor Gwen, who manages their pep squad.

			One of the perks of living behind a high school.

			At once, a wave of nostalgia hits me. Instead of continuing my task like I’m supposed to, I abandon the rake to lie in our hammock, shining my flashlight on the new paperback I stuffed down the back of my leggings. Some might say I’m shirking my duties, others that I’m taking a union break…

			I settle in, hammock swinging on its frame in the subtle breeze, rake leaning against a tall oak tree; I keep it handy on the off chance Mom—or Dad—decides to check my progress.

			I lift my head and glance toward the house.

			Naw.

			Mom is busy clearing the kitchen table. I can see her moving around the counter, probably wiping it down with a rag, probably listening to a podcast as she does it, blissfully unaware of my lack of choring.

			I rock the hammock, enjoying its sway.

			Behind me, a branch snaps.

			Leaves crunch.

			A squirrel? Chipmunk?

			Could be a raccoon. The sun is starting to set and daylight is disappearing over the rise, making it increasingly hard to see, minute by minute. Animals are normal around here—sometimes we have deer in the backyard as they find their way back to the woods.

			Snap.

			I lay the book on my chest, alert, raising my head again to scan the yard, eyes straining in the near darkness.

			Then…

			I see it.

			A scream lodges in my throat as a creature darts across my yard, skirting the fence line before leaping over it like a hurdler on the track team. One second I’m clutching my heart with fear, the next there is a thud, followed by cursing.

			There, lying along the fence in my mother’s flower bed, someone wearing a disguise—a costume?—has gotten their foot caught, and now they’re flat on their back in the dirt. Marigolds. Pansies.

			Holy. Ship.

			DO SOMETHING, HARPER.

			It all happened so fast!

			“Oh my god oh my god oh my god,” I frantically mumble, wondering why the heck I’m not hollering for help. Call for help, Harp. This person could be a criminal!

			A thief!

			A cold-blooded killer!

			I almost topple over as I rise from the hammock, letting my book fall to the ground, my heart racing a thousand million beats per second, ohmygodohmygodohmygod…

			WHAT THE HELL IS WRONG WITH ME?

			What am I still doing standing here? What the hell am I doing walking over to…it?

			Run.

			No, wrong direction. You’re going in the wrong direction!

			Go to the house.

			Go. To. The. House.

			I do not, in fact, go to the house.

			“Hey. You!” I shout boldly, not backing down or crumbling with the fear I feel in my gut.

			Hey, you? Real scary and threatening.

			Instincts kick in. I bend at the waist and grab the largest rock I can lift with one hand, prepared to lob it into the face of danger. This is my lawn! I must defend it!

			I pull my hand back.

			Get ready to throw…

			A litany of expletives comes from inside the head this person is wearing: loud, muffled cursing. Deep voice. Definitely a dude. At least, I think it’s a guy? I do a quick scan of the outfit: Athletic pants. Running shoes.

			One sneaker has landed on one of my mother’s cement garden gnomes. She got the set from a sorority sister as a wedding present and considers it sentimental.

			The person moves, shifting his weight under that massive head.

			I approach and lean down to get a better look.

			It’s a Rhino.

			As in: the Parker Lane Rhino mascot, one that I’m quite certain is usually locked up safe and sound in an equipment room, to be worn only during official school events. This…whatever this guy is doing? Is not a Parker Lane Prep–sanctioned event.

			I click my tongue.

			“Take that stupid thing off your head so I can see your face,” I demand, braver now. I’ve assessed the situation and determined there to be no threat. I don’t think.

			“No.” Definitely a male voice.

			His legs kick.

			“Do it or I’m calling the cops!” I say it louder in case he can’t hear me inside that thing. “I said, take off your head!”

			“I said no.”

			He moves, trying to adjust his position on the ground, but I stop him, firmly planting one of my shoes in the center of his chest, pinning him to the earth, where he belongs.

			Ha!

			“FREEZE, MOTHER EFFER.”

			He does not freeze.

			“I said freeze, mother effer! Do what you’re told and you won’t get hurt!”

			Why am I talking like one of the cops I see on TV?

			“You’re not the boss of me.”

			I tsk. “You’re in my yard, a-hole.”

			He doesn’t move, so I continue to make demands. “Take that stupid thing off your head so I can see your stupid face,” I repeat. There’s a long hesitation, so I turn up the heat. “Need I remind you about the cops?”

			He still hesitates—not that I blame him. Whoever this is likely already knows he’s in deep shit. Serious trouble. I am in charge here, whoever he—

			He tries to shove my foot off his chest, but I pin him harder.

			Girl power!

			“Jesus! Get your foot off me!” he whines like the baby bitch he is.

			I do not comply, obviously.

			“Take off the rhino head right now or I’m screaming for my dad.”

			One second goes by. Then another.

			Then ten.

			Just when I think my heart cannot beat any faster, those arms reach up and push at the rhino until I see neck. Jawline. Nose.

			Eyes.

			Those eyes…

			My heart is beating like a drum, my brain about to explode. Oh my god, holy shit, holy crap, there is no possible way. This cannot be happening.

			“Well, well, well—if it isn’t the one and only Easton Westermann committing a crime in my very own backyard.”

			Easton. Westermann. As I live and breathe.

			In my dirt. In my yard. In the dark. Under my shoe.

			Before I know what I’m about, I pull my phone from my pocket and snap a few fast photos, blinding us both with the flash.

			“What the hell did you do that for?” He tries to shield his eyes but that stupid rhino head is in his way, and he knocks it back with a fur-covered paw.

			I didn’t notice the paws…but I’m noticing them now, along with a pile of fur a few feet behind him that he must have dropped when he tripped over the fence.

			Good lord.

			“What kind of an idiot puts on half a mascot costume and then trespasses through someone else’s yard?” I hiss. “What are you doing? Are you purposely trying to get suspended before you graduate?”

			Why do boys do the dumbest shit? We do not go to Parker Lane Prep; I can’t wrap my brain around the reason Easton would be dressed as their mascot. A player for our hockey team wearing our rival school’s mascot costume…a player for our hockey team…

			I try to make it make sense, but the math isn’t mathing.

			“Answer my question,” he demands, feebly attempting to rise from the ground. “Why are you taking my dang picture?”

			I give him a nudge back into the dirt. “Um, excuse me? Answer my question first: Why are you wearing the Parker Lane mascot?”

			He huffs. “Because I’m a freaking idiot, okay? As if that weren’t fucking obvious.” His voice is hesitant. “What are you going to do with those pictures?”

			I shrug, sliding my cell into my back pocket. “I haven’t decided yet.”

			Because it’s true.

			I don’t know what possessed me to take his picture, but the damage has been done and I have the evidence. Ha!

			Easton Westermann is lying in my yard, at my mercy.

			My chin notches higher when he asks, “Will you at least let me up?”

			I shake my head. “Not until I figure out what I’m going to do with you.”

			“I don’t have all night,” he grumbles. “I’m on the clock here.”

			On the clock. What a smart-ass.

			“What do you mean, on the clock?”

			“I have to get this to the drop zone by eight.”

			“Well, I’m sorry to interrupt you. Thanks for scaring the shit out of me while I was minding my own business.” I squint down at him, trying to make his face out in the dark. “Is what you’re doing even legal?” I pause. “Wait. Is this illegal?”

			It’s not.

			Can’t be!

			Easton Westermann would never be lying here like this if it were. On the other hand, it’s dark and he was trying to sneak through my backyard and if this weren’t a crime wouldn’t he have just gone out the front or walked through Parker Lane’s playing fields at the back of the school?

			“This is the senior prank, Harper,” he finally confesses breathlessly, arms down at his sides in resignation.

			“Ohh.” Duh! Now it makes sense! “This is the prank? You jumping over fences like a prize horse is the senior prank?”

			“Harper, don’t be a smart-ass.”

			My heart skips a beat when he uses my name.

			“This is the senior prank. I didn’t choose it.” His sigh is long and heavy. “If I get caught I’m in deep shit.”

			I roll my eyes. “Obviously you’re in deep shit no matter what.”

			I mean, it’s not as if I’m going to let him off the ground so he can walk off home free after causing me such grief. Not a chance.

			“Then why won’t you let me up? What do you even care if I get in trouble?”

			I lean down so he can hear what I’m about to say, good and loud.

			“Listen, Easton. If I let you up, my mother—who is standing at that kitchen window putting dinner dishes away—will glance up, take one look at you, probably lose her effing shit, and call the cops.”

			If I move any farther to the right, the floodlights are going to activate—three of them strategically placed around the property—making it as bright as the Parker Lane football field.

			“What are we gonna do?” he whispers.

			We?

			And why does he suddenly sound…scared?

			For a brief moment I feel kind of sorry for the guy—he is a guy, after all, and we all know teenage boys aren’t known for their quick wit and fortitude. Their common sense and decision-making are subpar at best, inferior to girls until at least the age of forty.

			I give my hair a toss, feeling superior.

			“We? I didn’t realize we were a duo.” I don’t think so, buddy. “This isn’t High School Musical, Easton—we are not in this together.”

			I smirk at my quip, quoting a movie I used to watch over and over again as a kid. How clever was that comeback?!

			Easton frowns. “Harper. Just let me up.”

			I melt a little at the sound of my name. “So what would happen if you get caught?”

			“I’ll get kicked off the hockey team for sure.” He sounds dejected and regretful.

			I nod. “Yup, sounds about right. What else?”

			“My parents will kill me. I’ll probably lose my scholarship to Michigan.” He begins listing the consequences of his actions. “I’ll have to go to a community college and pay tuition, if I can even get accepted anywhere after committing, like, three crimes in one night.”

			“Hmm,” I hum. “Must be having some regrets now, hey?”

			He looks murderous as he stares up at me from the ground.

			“I hate you so bad right now,” he hisses.

			Well.

			He’s about to hate me even more.
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			“You hate me?” Harper repeats. “That’s a bit harsh, don’t you think?” Her tongue clicks inside her mouth—a mouth I actually thought was pretty when I saw her smearing on lip gloss yesterday, pursing them in the small heart-shaped mirror that hangs inside her locker. “How do you know I don’t hate you?”

			God. If only she knew Maddie Miller isn’t the only girl I used to have feelings for. There was a time sophomore year when I had a huge crush on Harper, too. But whatever.

			That was then; this is now.

			I’m a new person.

			A criminal.

			“Fine. I’m sorry. I don’t hate you.” She sounds disgruntled as she lets the admission drag off her tongue. “I might not understand you, but I certainly don’t hate you.”

			Harper actually has the balls to tap her impatient foot against my chest, keeping me hostage. I hold still so she doesn’t alert her mother to what’s going on at the back of their property.

			I turn my head and can see her mom puttering in the kitchen, illuminated by the overhead light, wiping down the table.

			“Please,” I beg. “I’ll do whatever you want. Just let me go.”

			She tilts her head, shining her light in my face. “Whatever I want? Anything at all?”

			“Yes.” No.

			She’s scaring me. How is she so in control of this situation?

			“First answer me this, Easton: Why are you
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