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        For Kris

        There aren’t enough words to express how much I love you.

        I’m so thankful you’re my big sister.
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      Blind dates? Not my favorite. But I need a win.

      Living in your childhood bedroom with your mother down the hall after eight years of independence and one year at a top-notch legal firm in Seattle is a confidence killer. So sure, I don’t love blind dates, but I’m good at them. I might be the king of blind dates.

      I can make any girl swoon. I’m smooth. I’m charming. Mom always said I was too handsome for my own good. Yep, women might be my only foolproof category left in life.

      This date is going to be the lift my old ego needs. 

      I study my reflection in the restaurant window for two beats, adjust the collar of my jacket, and then start for the entrance. An older woman shuffles in front of me, walking slow and steady up to the door of the Cactus Cantina. I reach around her and pull the entry open. “Let me get that,” I say.

      She turns at the sound of my voice, and I am reminded of a sloth moving in the wild. Her cheeks wrinkle as her lips form a wide grin. 

      I smile down at the elderly woman. “Hi, there,” I say because we’re in close contact now and a greeting feels appropriate. 

      “Sweet boy,” the woman says, her wrinkled palm moving like a snail up my face to cup my cheek. 

      While my new friend caresses my jawline, six more people head into the restaurant. 

      “You don’t meet many sweet boys these days,” she says. 

      “Well, thanks.” I watch three more people head inside while I stand here holding the door open. When my new friend doesn’t move, I make a suggestion: “Shall we go inside?” 

      “I’m waiting for my son.” Her nose crinkles and she offers a small nod. “He’s not nearly as handsome as you.” 

      “Huh.” I really can make all women swoon. “We could wait inside for him.”

      My new friend loops her arm through mine, and like a banana slug, we walk into the front house of the restaurant.

      “I’m Betsy.” 

      “Nice to meet you, Betsy. I’m Cooper,” I tell her. I can’t help but notice there is suddenly a line behind us. “Do you think your son is already here?” I’m wondering if he came, ate, and left while Betsy and I worked on getting inside the restaurant. 

      “Oh sure,” she says, lifting her head as if to look around for him. “Where could he be?”

      I can’t leave her alone, not until we find that son. Why is Betsy coming here alone as it is? I may need to have words with this son.

      I glance down at my watch. Six minutes late. Wow. Already. I would have been right on time had I not met Betsy. Andrea, my friend Mitch’s wife, is my matchmaker tonight, and she’s not going to like my tardiness. 

      “Do you want to sit?” I ask. “I’ll talk to the hostess and see if anyone is waiting for you.” I stride up to the desk, determined to practice a little of my Duolingo. “Hola,” I say to the young hostess. 

      She grins, and in an accent so much better than my own, replies, “Hola.” 

      Sure, those Duolingo lessons are coming along. I’ll be conversing with José Macias, my newest client, in no time—said no sane human ever. But don’t tell my boss that.

      “There’s a woman here,” I tell the hostess. “Betsy. She’s waiting for her son.”

      “Oh.” She peeks around me and understanding dawns on the girl’s face. “Phew.”

      If I’m much later, Andrea will make Mitch break off our very new friendship. 

      “He’s been here a while,” she says. “I’ll grab him.”

      “Wonderful. Gracias.”

      My shoulders relax. I turn back for Betsy. “Your son is on his way over, okay?” 

      “Did you know that in 1942 a woman could not work past nine p.m.?”

      “Really?” I nod, scanning the front of the restaurant for Mitch’s head. “I didn’t know that.” 

      “It was law.”

      “That’s interesting. I’m actually a lawyer.”

      Betsy tilts her head. “And you don’t know the law?” She lets out a long breath. “Handsome, but not a very good lawyer.” 

      Thanks, Betsy. You aren’t alone in that thought.

      Yep, I need this ego-boosting blind date more than ever. 

      Thankfully Betsy’s son is much faster than Betsy. I bid my new friend goodbye and I’m off. Time to meet Andrea’s bestie from her catering days. Apparently, she’s been wanting to set us up since the first night Mitch invited me to their place for dinner.

      I adjust the collar of my suit jacket—the one I bought in Seattle when Bluewave Law hired me. It cost me half a month’s rent, but I was working for the big dog, making the big bucks, and I wanted to look the part. 

      If only I’d bought something cheaper. That money would come in handy about now.

      I scan the various tables, looking for Mitch and his goofy mustache. And there he is, with Andrea and… a date for Coop. Mitch hasn’t spotted me yet, though he and Andrea face my way. At this point, I can only see my date’s back—long dark hair cascades in curls down her back, covering a polka-dotted long-sleeve shirt. It looks like something my niece, Alice, might wear. I can’t see my date’s face. I know nothing about her. But I’m here, and I might as well go all in. 

      I stride over to the table for four, waiting for me. “Hey,” I say, putting on a grin and reaching for my friend’s hand. 

      Mitch stands and slaps his palm to mine. 

      “You’re late,” Andrea growls irritably.

      Mitch clears his throat and gives me a we’re good nod. 

      “Sorry. I was studying my Spanish and got distracted.” No reason to involve Betsy. She didn’t ask me to open that door or find her son. I turn my gaze to my date… Oval face, smooth, tan skin, green eyes, dark lashes, full lips and—glaring. She’s cute, like very cute, but the woman is most definitely glaring at me. 

      I’m not trying to be boastful, but that isn’t how women usually look at me.

      Sure, I’m nine minutes late. Is she that much of a stickler? Maybe I should mention helping Betsy. This is supposed to be an ego-boosting date, isn’t it?

      “Cooper. Bailey,” she says, and while I’m mentally listing her attributes, let me add a sinister voice. Scolding, law-making, gonna-hurt-someone kind of voice. 

      I clear my throat. While Andrea must have given her friend my name, I never got one. “And you are?” But even as I say the words, I’m struck with a sense of familiarity. Those green, laser-stunning, killer eyes… they’re memorable. 

      “Wait,” Andrea says, and I happily look away from the woman who may end up murdering me in my sleep. “Leah, you already know Coop?”

      “Hold up, what?” I look back at the beautiful but frightening creature I’m supposed to be sitting next to. All at once it hits me, like a brick to the temple.

      Those eyes. It’s been years. But this isn’t the first time they’ve glared at me. 

      Leah Bradford. 

      Yep, I’m in trouble.
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      The jagweed who made an already tortuous high school career worse is standing in front of me with the gall to not even remember who I am.

      “You guys know each other? Because you kind of look like you know him,” Andrea says.

      “And… hate him,” Mitch adds, blinking from me to tall, handsome, and stupid.

      Well, at least my friends can read the room. I do know him. And I do hate him.

      Abuelo would have told me that hate is a strong word, that I should use it sparingly and never toward another person. People change, people grow, people evolve, people deserve second chances.

      If Abuelo knew Cooper, he might change his mind about all of that.

      Cooper clears his throat and has the nerve to smile. He’s smiling at me. That dumb, award-winning grin is staring at me. Literally. His senior superlative was: best smile, and now it’s right in my face.

      “Leah Bradford,” he says. Okay, so the chump does remember me, even my last name. Well, does he remember high school? Because if he did, he’d most definitely stop assaulting me with that smile. “I didn’t recognize you for a minute.”

      “Obviously,” I say, rolling my eyes over to Andrea, silently asking, can you believe this guy?

      But Andrea just looks confused. “So, how do you guys know each other?”

      Cooper slides into the chair next to me.

      Somehow that football-playing boy became an even larger man. And not large in the sense that he developed a beer gut in the last eight years, but large as in his shoulders decided to become boulders. And I suspect the muscles beneath that expensive suit jacket have doubled in size as well. He’s sporting a very non-boyish beard. And it’s possible he’s grown three inches in height since I last saw him too. How? How is this fair, Universe?

      “Leah and I went to high school together,” Cooper says.

      “Phff.” I blow a puff of air through my pinched lips. Cooper Bailey didn’t even know my name until he ruined my prom and the rest of my high school career. I knew him, of course. He was Cooper Bailey, after all—captain of the football team, class president, and don’t forget that best smile award. I was a year younger than him, but that didn’t matter. Everyone in school knew Cooper. Everyone loved Cooper. He’d walk into the room and every single female, along with a few of the males, within a one-mile radius turned into a swooning pile of mush.

      Disgusting.

      He’s just a person. No better than any other. So, why all the fuss?

      We even had a class together. French. He sat right in front of me, making certain with his giant chest, big head, and caveman shoulders that the teacher never saw me. We were in the second semester before Madame Florence could put a name to my face. And did Cooper Bailey ever turn around to say hello or ask if I could see the board? No. Way.

      But that isn’t why I hate Cooper Bailey.

      And he knows it.

      “This is funny. Andrea’s been so excited to make introductions, and you two have known each other all this time.” Mitch laughs, and I’m starting to wonder what my bestie sees in her husband.

      This is not funny, Mitch Conover.

      “Yeah,” I say, my eyes slits. “Crazy.” The thing is, I am not the shy, tortured girl hiding in the corner that I once was. I won’t sit behind Cooper Bailey and miss half our French notes because of his big fat head. Not anymore.

      Andrea watches me and I give her wide, deer-in-the-headlight eyes—eyes that say, this isn’t a happy reunion.

      “You know, you made my brother’s wedding cake a couple of years ago,” Cooper says, still looking at me.

      I remember. My jaw clenches and I grind my teeth, but no words escape me.

      “Two years ago?” Andrea says. “With Bites and Bubbles? Would I remember it?”

      “You’d remember,” I say to Andrea. When we got the gig for Delaney Jones’ wedding cake—aka Lane Jonas, the rock star—it was big for our little catering company. When our boss gave me the job of baking and decorating the cake, I thought I’d died and gone to heaven.

      Until I learned who she was marrying. It doesn’t surprise me that Andrea didn’t remember the groom’s name, that she didn’t put two and two together when she met Cooper just a few months ago. It was Lane’s name that stood out to all of us. Well, to everyone but me.

      “Which job?” Andrea asks.

      “It was for my brother, Miles,” Cooper says.

      Yep. Miles Bailey. He’s a nice guy—or so I’m told. I have nothing against that Bailey. But when asked if I wanted to deliver my masterpiece to the venue, I decided against it. I built it. I loved it. I put my heart and soul into it. I didn’t need to ruin all that love just for a thank you—because I was sure if I ran into Cooper, it would taint the memory of making Lane’s cake. So, I let Howard, our overly excited boss, and PJ, my stupidly cocky boyfriend at the time, deliver the most beautiful thing I had ever created in my short time as a pastry chef.

      “Miles?” Andrea says, eyes squinting. She doesn’t remember.

      I clear my throat. If I don’t tell her, Cooper will. “And Lane Jonas.”

      Andrea pulls in a sharp breath. “Lane Jonas!” Her wide eyes turn from me to the man beside me. “Cooper! We’ve been friends for three months; you never said you were related to Lane Jonas!”

      Cooper lifts one of those annoyingly perfect eyebrows. I bet he has a standing salon appointment every other week to get them manicured. “I didn’t realize I needed to.”

      Andrea scoffs. “You are related to Lane Jonas, and you aren’t leading with that?”

      “Hold up,” Mitch says. “That chick from that band... The one that left?”

      “Don’t say chick, honey.” Andrea smacks his arm, but her eyes don’t leave Cooper.

      “Sorry.” Mitch bobbles his head in a shake. “I’m just confused.”

      Cooper slips his arms from that navy suit jacket and rolls his sleeves up one quarter. I’m pretty sure he is purposely showing off those forearms. Who has forearms like that anyway? Arrogant, boastful people who spend way too much time at the gym, that’s who. “Delaney Jones is my sister-in-law. Yes, she was a former Judy. No, she won’t sing at your next party.”

      Andrea’s face softens. “Oh. Maybe you get that a lot?”

      But Cooper just smiles. “It’s not how I begin most conversations. I don’t know your sister-in-law’s name,” Cooper tells her.

      I cross my arms over my favorite polka-dot top, completely wasted on Cooper Bailey, and wait for Andrea to circle back to why we don’t like Cooper. She was my friend first and must take my side. That’s how this works. Those are the rules. They’ve known Cooper for three months. Try two years, buddy. Andrea and Mitch are mine.

      “So, what’s your history?” Mitch says, looking from his ‘hot gym buddy’—as Andrea referred to him—over to me.

      Our history. That’s something I don’t revisit. And I won’t be today—not with Cooper Bailey and his shoulders and forearms and stupidly handsome smile right next to me.

      But I won’t have to because a waiter comes to the head of our table, and the chatter amongst my friends and Cooper dies out. The waiter pulls out a tablet. “Hola. Welcome to The Cactus Cantina,” he says in a clear and beautiful accent. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Hola,” Cooper says to the man. And then, in overly confident and quite broken Spanish, he asks for a coffee. His expression is so smug, you’d think he just found the cure to the common cold. “Un café con leche.”

      The man nods, unbothered by Cooper, though our waiter speaks fantastic English. Why order in Spanish, Cooper Bailey? What’s the purpose? To show off. That’s why. It’s Cooper Bailey’s world—and he is making sure you’re watching.

      So, he completely deserves it when the waiter asks, “¿Quieres azúcar con eso?”

      Cooper’s brows pull together before he says, “No, un café con leche,” as if he’s attempting to teach this Spanish-speaking man a little español.

      The waiter blinks, long and slow. “Anyone else?”

      The cockiness. The audacity of that man. “No escuches a ese tonto,” I say, calling Cooper Bailey a dummy and letting each word roll off my tongue. I may have an English-speaking American father, but I also have a bilingual Puerto Rican mother who speaks to us in English and Spanish. I spent almost every summer of my life playing and cooking with my abuela and abuelo in Puerto Rico. I applaud anyone who learns a language. But showing off when you only know how to ask for a coffee, Cooper Bailey? Not today. “We’ll all take a coffee with milk,” I say, translating Cooper’s simple sentence.

      “Um.” Andrea holds up her hand. “I’d like a lemonade—not coffee.” She doesn’t get it. She doesn’t see him showing off and exerting his giant I’m-all-glorious ego right into our meal. She just sees that handsome face. That charm. She only knows that he’s Mitch’s buddy when there’s actually whole lot more to his pretty face and charming words.

      “Fine,” I mutter to myself. I guess it’s time to revisit high school, after all. “You want to know how we know each other? Really? Let me tell you.”
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      Leah’s decided to tell our friends what a jerk I am. And honestly—I want to hear her version of this story. I’ve been waiting eight years to hear her side.

      Here we go.

      “Have you heard of the dance floor confession?” Leah says, her arms in a tight fold, her words clipped, and her eyes on Mitch and Andrea.

      The pair look at one another. Mitch shakes his head while Andrea’s brows lift. “Nope,” she says.

      “Do you want to tell them what it is?” Leah’s gaze glides over to me. The girl doesn’t blink. As if it’s a sign of weakness, she refuses to shut her eyes while looking at me. A chill runs over my skin, but I don’t break contact.

      I muster my confidence—because that’s what people like most about me, so it can’t be completely dead. I won’t allow it. “Sure.” I give a small nod and lean back in my chair. She wants my version? Maybe it would help to give it. I’m not as terrible as she thinks I am. I never meant to ruin Leah’s prom night.

      If I’m being honest, until that night, I didn’t really know her. She was a grade below me. We hung out in different crowds. Why would I want to ruin her prom?

      I clear my throat and zone in on a sombrero on the wall, just between Mitch’s and Andrea’s heads. “It’s an old Coeur d’Alene tradition. I’m not sure they do it anywhere else.” I slide my gaze to Leah—as if we’re telling this story together and maybe she’ll fill in my blank.

      Her smile is tight, forced, and dangerous. “I doubt it. It’s estupido.” Her eyes crease, studying me. “Do you know that word?”

      “Yep. I think I got that one.” Just like now, I couldn’t escape Leah after prom. Everyone I saw at school was more than happy to tell me how I’d destroyed Leah Bradford’s prom, maybe even her life. Some laughed as they told me, a handful glared, but most just looked at me in awe.

      I heard story after story after that night. I heard Leah couldn’t go back to school the following year because I had humiliated her. I heard she’d hired a hitman to find me and “take care of me.” On the other end, I heard she planned to seduce me and had hypnotized me into action that night.

      I heard it all. But never from Leah.

      I didn’t believe the rumors. At least, I didn’t believe most of the rumors. I knew Leah hadn’t hypnotized me. I didn’t believe I had a hitman after me.

      Maybe everyone at Coeur d’Alene High needed to relax. Maybe they were bored and made up crazy rumors as entertainment for themselves. Maybe...

      But I can’t deny that I’d seen her crying the following Monday.

      How was I supposed to know what she was crying about? It was two days after prom—she could have been crying about something completely unrelated.

      Only she wasn’t.

      I knew it then, and I know it now.

      I’d made Leah cry. Some of the rumors—the ones that said Leah’s date dumped her that night—might have been true. Okay, that one was true.

      But the worst part is, I was too afraid to ask her. I was too proud to apologize for embarrassing her. I wasn’t the one who had broken up with her in front of our peers. Was I really in the wrong?

      That’s the question I asked myself to help me fall asleep at night—for a while. Years went by, and the memory of Leah crying, the idea that I’d actually hurt her, faded.

      Leah eyes me, waiting for me to continue with my explanation.

      I swallow and sit a little taller. Come on, confidence—don’t fail me now. “So anyway, it’s a group of guys⁠—”

      “Not organized.” Leah shakes her head. “They aren’t voted in, there’s no audition. It’s just a bunch of stupid boys who think they need attention.”

      “It’s supposed to be fun,” I say, sweat pooling at my neck.

      She scoffs. “It’s dumb. Not fun. Big time dumb.”

      “Do you want to tell the story? I wouldn’t mind.” If not for the many rumors and Leah’s tears as confirmation, I would have thought that night a good time for all, even for Leah. It should have been flattering.

      “Oh no, let’s keep the spotlight on you.” Each word is a bullet fired at my chest.

      Andrea’s eyes grow wider with our squabble. She waits with her mouth half open. “And?”

      “The night of prom, my friends and I⁠—”

      “The dance floor confession club?” Mitch says, breathless mocking in his tone—all at my expense.

      “We were kids,” I remind him.

      “Really dumb kids,” Leah adds.

      “Right.” I drum my fingers on the table. “We’d planned to serenade some girls at prom. We talked to the DJ and even had a crew to run the lights. We each planned to spotlight a certain girl and sing to her.”

      “Bro, that’s hilarious,” Mitch says. “I’m learning so much about you.”

      “Yeah, well, I was seventeen.” I send a quick blinking glance Leah’s way. Her arms are still in their tight fold, her lips forming a permanent frown.

      One brow hikes up on her forehead, and I take that as my cue to keep going. I suppose this is my punishment after years of staying silent… confessing all my dumb high school antics to my new friends.

      “Halfway through the night⁠—”

      “An hour in,” Leah interrupts, jabbing a finger to the tabletop. “One hour. Not halfway.” Clearly, this fact is important. I don’t remember the exact time the whole thing went down, so I don’t argue. I could. I’m pretty decent at arguing. I am a lawyer, after all. But I give her this. Her tone tells me I owe her this… and possibly my first-born child.

      “And then we sang⁠—”

      “No. No,” Andrea says, waving a hand at me. “Details! I need details.”

      “Yep,” Leah says, popping that “p” sound with her pretty red lips. “Details, Cooper Bailey.”

      “Sure. Okay.”

      “And from the beginning.” Andrea nods at me, enjoying this way too much. Does she not feel the discomfort at this table? Does she not see that I am about to be flayed and fried right before her eyes?

      One bead of sweat slips from my neck, down my back, and to my waistline, but I ignore it. “We had the DJ ask for an open dance floor, which made everyone sit down or back up against the walls, and then he started our song.”

      Andrea giggles. “No skipping! What did you sing? Tell me it was Taylor Swift. Come on, Coop.” She holds up both hands, fingers crossed, her eyes begging me to offer up a Swift song. “Please. Please let it be Taylor.”

      “It wasn’t Taylor,” Leah says, grinding her teeth. She looks a little scary. Don't get me wrong, Leah is beautiful, even red-faced and clenching.

      “No, not Taylor.” I swallow, my pulse thrumming in my wrists. Another bead of sweat skates down my back. “Huh. What was that song?” My eyes drag upward as if I’m thinking.

      I’m not. I remember. I’m guessing by Leah’s seething that she remembers too. But I’m not about to say it out loud, and maybe she’ll be quiet on the subject too. Just because we know doesn’t mean Mitch and Andrea need to. It’s a little embarrassing—for both of us.

      I shrug and sigh like the answer just won’t come. “It’s been too long.”

      Leah’s pretty face contorts into a smile that says, you’re going down Cooper Bailey. Okay, so maybe she won’t stay quiet. That face says she’ll belt the song over my very fresh grave.

      Leah’s answer comes quick. “He sang ‘Do You Think I’m Sexy?’”

      Wow, she didn’t even consider keeping it quiet. With each one of her words, another trickle of sweat runs down my back.

      “I can’t believe we’re friends.” Mitch slumps in his seat, chuckling quietly.

      Andrea’s brows pull together. “I don’t know that song.”

      “Count yourself lucky,” Leah says.

      “It’s a ’70s classic.” I’m not sure why I’m defending the song. It wasn’t our best choice, and yet, as seventeen- and eighteen-year-old boys, we thought we were crazy clever.

      Andrea waves a hand at the two of us. “Go on.”

      “That’s it,” I say, because I’d really like to end this story here and now.

      But that’s when Leah Bradford turns in her chair, slow and scary, like we’re in an exorcist movie. My time is up. It’s come. Leah’s going to kill me right here, right now, no hitman needed, with sweet Betsy watching just yards away.
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      He is so lucky. So, so lucky that our very nice waiter is back for our order. I take a breath and clear my head. But watching Cooper squirm over the retelling of that night, as well as eight years of healing, makes me think I can do this. I might be ready to hash out prom night with Cooper Freaking Bailey.

      So, the second Mitch gives his order and our waiter leaves, I address Andrea’s very confused expression. “That’s not it. Far from it.”

      Cooper rolls his head from side to side and doesn’t offer to finish. Good. It’s my turn. And I’m ready. No more shy, timid Leah hiding in the corner.

      “So, Cooper and his little posse⁠—”

      “Friends,” he says, already interjecting. “Not a posse. Just friends.”

      “Whatever. They start into their song—if you can call it that—and three spotlights turn on. First on Cooper and his two friends, but then the lights moved.” I give Cooper a sardonic smile.

      Cooper stirs in his seat and scratches his beard. “To the girls. The ones we were supposed to be singing to.”

      “Aw, yes. And were you supposed to be singing to me?” I ask, knowing the answer, but I need this man to squirm a little longer. High School Hell demands it.

      Andrea gasps, a hand cupping her mouth as if we’re watching a telenovela and the drama just got good.

      Cooper coughs, choking on nothing—we have no meal yet. He hasn’t touched his café con leche or the chips and salsa on the table. “Uh, no. I was not.”

      “No,” I say, ready for my career as the next Erin Brockovich. “And yet, that spotlight turned on me.”

      Andrea’s head whips to Mitch. She smacks his shoulder with the back of her hand, but Mitch isn’t nearly as impressed with the late-night TV drama of our story as Andrea.

      “Yes,” I say, my voice strong and sturdy. Yep, I’m the attorney today. So, look out, Bailey!

      At least, I’m assuming Cooper is a lawyer. My sister, Caitlyn, likes to share hometown news—even news I don’t want to hear. She told me he was studying law a couple of years ago. As if I cared!

      “That’s right, Cooper Bailey’s spotlight landed on me. So, instead of singing to the right girl—whoever that might have been—he sang to me.”

      I stare at him. Waiting for his defense. He doesn’t have one, though. How can you argue with facts?

      Case closed. Leah Bradford—winner!

      Andrea stirs in her seat, her nose wrinkling, all the drama leaving her. “Annoying.” She nods. “Dumb for sure.” Her brows cinch, and her eyes bounce from Cooper back to me. “But that doesn’t sound too horrible.” I glower, and my friend is quick to add, “Moronic, one hundred percent. But awful?” She lifts one shoulder, a pathetic apology smile on her lips.

      Cooper doesn’t jump on the OUT train she’s offering him. Because, like me, he knows the rest of the story.

      “I can see why you’d think that, Andrea. One little spotlight. One little song. But you’d be wrong.” I hold my head high and finish the story of the most humiliating night of my life. “The problem is, Cooper likes to go all in. He couldn’t just sing. He couldn’t find the right girl and sing to her.” I stare at him, eyes wide. “Perhaps the guy running the spotlight would have moved to wherever you were. Did you ever think of that?”

      Cooper’s throat bobs with a swallow. “Uh, nope. My seventeen-year-old brain didn’t come up with that solution.”

      No, it did not, because Cooper, while a pretty face and a fancy degree, really isn’t that bright.

      It’s a lie. That dummy was always on the honor roll.

      “So, Cooper waltzed over to where I sat—with my boyfriend, by the way—and sang, asking me if I thought he was sexy and if I wanted his body.”

      “I’ve got to look up this song,” Andrea says.

      “He proceeded to dance in front of me like some kind of Magic Mike performer. He sat on my lap. He caressed my cheek with his hand. He blew me a kiss. All in front of our entire high school. All while I sat next to my first—and only—high school boyfriend.”

      Why didn’t I push him off? Why didn’t I slap him? Why didn’t I run away?

      Andrea’s nose scrunches in what may become a perpetual wrinkle. “Yeah, that’s not… awesome.”

      “Oh, it gets better.” I turn in my seat, once again giving Cooper my full attention. “Do you remember what happened next?”

      Cooper’s cheeks have the decency to bloom cherry red. “Your boyfriend wasn’t very happy, if I heard right. I might have left. I didn’t stick around.”

      I breathe out a sarcastic laugh. “How chivalrous of you—to sing, dance, and ditch. I guess you could say Rob wasn’t happy. After your performance, he screeched at me. He accused me of cheating on him and told me he never should have wasted time on a prude like me. Then, he proceeded to tell every person in the room that I wasn’t worth their time.”

      “Yeah.” Cooper coughs. “That guy was a jerk.”

      “He sounds worse than Pathetic Jackalope!” Andrea slaps a hand to the tabletop, bringing up my ex, always with one of her clever nicknames. I could have done without any PJ talk tonight—thanks a lot, friend.

      I give her my shut-up eyes, and because Andrea has a big ol’ brain in her head, she zips her lips.

      But Cooper has already heard. “Who?”

      “And!” I bellow, slapping my own palm to the table, because we won’t be discussing my failed love life or who PJ is tonight. Not with Cooper Bailey. “I couldn’t go a single day for the next year and a half without someone saying to me, ‘Hey, Leah, do you think I’m sexy?’” I swallow, and though it hurts—it should hurt him more. He should be ashamed. So, I steady my tone and add, “Not to mention the memes.”

      “No.” Andrea grimaces, her hands cupping her mouth.

      “Yep.” I slide my eyes to Cooper. “How many of those did you see?”

      His brows pull together. “Um… I knew about one, maybe two. Were there more?”

      I tap a finger to my chin. “One or two? I’m not sure how you missed the dozens made. People took videos and photos that night. And they used them. Man, those captions were clever and insulting—at least at my expense. They still pop into my feed now and then.”

      Mitch wrinkles his nose. “That’s crap.”

      “To be clear,” Cooper says, sitting straighter, “I never made a meme. I agree—not cool. I didn’t encourage that.”

      I huff. “You didn’t have to. All the Cooper lovers in the world did it for you.”

      “I mean, I was in those memes too.”

      “You were. Yes. And yet, no one ever wrote anything negative about you. It wasn’t your face they zoomed in on.”

      Cooper’s eyes drift down. Good. Let him feel foolish. All I ever wanted was to survive high school. I was just minding my own business in the shadows when Cooper Bailey decided to put a literal spotlight directly over my world.

      “Leah,” Andrea says, no more giggling in her tone. “That’s awful, sweetie.”

      I’m on a roll, so I keep going. “I could also tell you all how I had to walk home! After my date accused me of cheating on him, he refused to give me a ride. My phone was dead, I was too horrified to ask anyone at the dance for a ride, and of course, for the first time in my life, I’d decided to wear high heels.”

      Andrea gasps. “You never wear high heels.”

      “And now you know why! They are the Iron Maiden of the feet.” I cross my arms over my chest. “I couldn’t walk without pain for a month.”

      “Oh, Leah.” Andrea shakes her head.

      “Not cool,” Mitch says. That’s right, Mitch—not cool at all. Maybe we should force Cooper Bailey into high heels and make him walk two miles after this sham of a dinner date.

      Cooper scratches at his temple. “In my defense, I had no idea you had to walk home that night, or about there being multiple memes.”

      I tilt my head. “In your defense? You have no defense. Your defense is dead. All you have is your guilt. Guilty as charged.” I’m rambling. And it’s possible I’d never stop, but just then our waiter comes out with a tray full of food.

      Cumin, peppers, and the scent of grilled meats waft through the air. It’s a good smell. And yet my already rolling stomach turns. I’m not sure I can eat.

      “Oh, umm…” Andrea looks up at the man.

      And I happily finish for her. “We’re going to need to-go boxes.”

      My friend nods. “Yep.”

      The server leaves, promising to box it all up for us.

      “Okay, Mr. Hot Shot lawyer, I’m going to let you buy my dinner. You owe me that⁠—”

      “I do,” he says, his tone low, but I’m not interested in hearing what Cooper Bailey has to say.

      “However, I’m not going to sit here any longer.” We didn’t even get into the aftereffects of that night. Sure, I lost my boyfriend—who I clearly needed to lose. Rob Barker was not worth my time or my affection—but I suffered the consequences of that night until the day I graduated. Those memes didn’t go away. Some people hated me because they thought the wonderful Cooper Bailey loved me and I’d rejected him. Some thought Rob was right and I was a cheater. Most people went from not having a clue who I was to suddenly feeling strong emotions about me. They didn’t know me; their knowledge was tied to cruel memes, whispered jokes, and pointed fingers.

      I flick the collar of Cooper’s jacket lying over the back of his chair. “Let’s never do this again. Okay, Bailey?”
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      Leah is up and gone before I can offer any kind of apology. And she’s making me realize that maybe failure isn’t something new in my life. Sure, the last six months have been one disaster after another. But maybe I’ve failed in other aspects of my life, too, without even realizing it. Maybe my mission to be confident and successful has been jaded from the start.

      I jump up from my seat, ignoring Andrea’s pleas for me to leave Leah be.

      Rushing past half a dozen guests—including Betsy, who is waving at me—I hurry out the restaurant exit. I ignore the forty-degree air smacking me in the face and catch Leah before she can reach her beater of a car. “Leah! Hey!”

      She spins, her long hair whipping out like a Chinese fan. “I wasn’t kidding when I said I never needed to see you again, Cooper.”

      “I know. I just—I’m sorry. I knew prom was a bad night for you. I didn’t realize the repercussions went quite as deep as they did.” I saw one meme—but it was a joke. I didn’t realize there were a dozen more, that they’d turned cruel. Or that they caused her so much pain.

      “Of course you didn’t, because you never saw me again after that. You lived in your student body president, football star, never-ending friend world, forgetting all about me.”

      But she’s wrong. I did see her. Everywhere. Leah Bradford didn’t walk into a room after that night without me noticing—the one person in school who seemed to loathe me. Suddenly she was sitting behind me in French class. I had to breathe her in and feel those pretty green eyes glaring daggers into my back. I could feel her seething like a heater on high in the summertime. And while I knew I’d ruined her night, I honestly didn’t realize how I’d ruined the rest of her school year, or the next year.

      “Well,” I say, sounding not at all confident. “I wanted to say I’m sorry.” An idea hits me all at once. All isn’t lost—not if I can fix things. I’m trying to fix my career. Why not this too? “And,” I say, certain this is right, “I’m going to make it up to you.”

      “Ha!” she barks. “That ship has sailed, Bailey. By all means, do what you do best and pretend this night, as well as prom night, never happened because I don’t want your apology. I have no desire to forgive you.”
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