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 INTRODUCTION 
 
    It's not happening again.

It's the first day of my senior year.

Which should be awesome.

Except I'm in a new town.

At a new school.

And that makes me the new girl.

Which is not awesome at all.

And the guy everyone is telling me to stay away from? The one who rules the school, the one who has mountains of money, the one who is drop dead gorgeous, and the one who does whatever he wants?

He's already made me a target, thinking he can pull the new girl into his world by sheer force.

And that's going to be a problem for him.

Because I've been a target before.

And it's not happening again.

WARNING: Fall is the first book in The Sunset Beach High series. It contains mature themes, sexual content, and profanity. If you're not a fan of those things, this isn't the book for you. But if you like serious stuff mixed with lots of bad words and some sweaty sex, THIS IS THE BOOK FOR YOU.  
 
    FALL is the first in a four book series...so there's more to come! 
 
   


  
 

 ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Asshole is blocking the sun. 
 
    I'm lying on the beach on the last day before the first day of my senior year, trying to darken my skin for one more day before school starts. Given that my father moved me to Sunset Beach at the end of my junior year, all the way across the country from my old home in Virginia, I didn't have much else to do. I don't know a single person in town and I'm already anxious about the first day tomorrow, wondering if anyone will even talk to me or if I'll be forced stare at my phone all day in an attempt to not acknowledge the fact that I'm the new girl in school. 
 
    But now The Asshole is blocking my sun. 
 
    I call him that because he walks like that guy. Chest out, like he owns the beach. He's phenomenal looking and he knows it and he knows the rest of us know it. Everything is easy for him, even walking in the sand.  
 
    So I already know he's gonna be The Asshole. 
 
    “You're new,” he says. 
 
    “To the planet?” I say. “No. I'm not.” 
 
    He smiles and his teeth are snow white against his bronze skin and his sun kissed blonde hair. His jaw could cut stone and his eyes are bluer than the ocean behind him. The surfboard under his arms looks nearly as hard as the ripples in his abs. 
 
    The Asshole is smoking hot. 
 
    “New and funny,” he says. “What a combo.” He turns over his bare shoulder. “Brett, we've got a funny one.” 
 
    Brett trudges up sand and plants his board in the sand next to The Asshole. Brett is almost as good looking. An inch shorter, dark hair, green eyes, a chest like a cutting board. Barbed wire tattooed around each of his biceps. 
 
    He didn't smile. “Funny chicks are usually pains in my ass.” 
 
    “I like funny chicks,” another guy says, coming up on The Asshole's left. “They usually don't think twice about giving it up.” 
 
    Third Guy is in a tie for second with Brett for best looking. Shoulder length brown hair, broad shoulders, eyes that matched his hair. 
 
    All three of them are wet, having just come from the ocean and their waves. I'd seen them out on the water, envious of how they moved on their boards. I can surf, the result of summer trips to Florida when I was younger, but I'm not that good.  
 
    “Where you from, New Girl?” The Asshole asks.  
 
    “Not sure it's any of your business,” I say. 
 
    His smile darkens just a fraction. “You're kind of rude.” 
 
    “And you're blocking my sun.” 
 
    He jams his board into the sand, standing it on end. “Just trying to be friendly.” 
 
    “I think you're doing it wrong.” 
 
    Brett leans in. “And I think you're kind of a bitch.” 
 
    Third Guy chuckles. 
 
    The Asshole just stares at me. 
 
    I look around. There are other people on the beach, but not near us. It becomes super clear to me that I'm on my own with the three of them. 
 
    And I realize I'm uncomfortable. 
 
    But I can't help myself. 
 
    “And I think you're a dick,” I say to Brett.  
 
    He laughs, like he's heard that a million times. “I'll show you a dick if you wanna see one, honey.” 
 
    “Not interested,” I say. 
 
    “You will be,” he says. 
 
    “You still haven't answered the question,” The Asshole says. 
 
    I stare back at him. Jesus, is he good looking. Stop-what-you're-doing-and-fantasize good looking. “I'm aware.” 
 
    “It's not a hard question,” he says. 
 
    “Maybe she wants something hard, though,” Third Guy says. 
 
    I look at him. “Not sure you're up for the job, Champ.” 
 
    Third Guy doesn't like that and shuffles closer in the sand. “How about if we see?” 
 
    Now, I'm for real uncomfortable. I sit up. I throw my keys and sandals in my bag and stand up.  
 
    None of them move, eyeing me like I'm dinner. 
 
    “This has been fun, boys,” I say. “But I think I'm going home.” 
 
    The Asshole finally takes notice of my beat up surfboard next to my towel. He pushes the edge of it with his sand covered toe. “This yours?” 
 
    “What gave it away?” I ask. 
 
    He picks it up by the nose, gives it the once over, then lets it fall back to the sand. “It's a piece of shit.” 
 
    “Takes one to know one,” I say, picking up my towel and shaking it out. 
 
    Third Guy and Brett back up, The Asshole holds his ground. 
 
    The Asshole smiles.  
 
    My stomach flips, then flops, then flips some more. 
 
    Why the hell does he have to be so damn good looking? 
 
    “Happy to teach you how to ride,” he says.  
 
    His pals snicker. 
 
    “I'm good,” I say, picking up my board. 
 
    “I think I'll have to be the judge of that,” The Asshole says. 
 
    “Good luck with that.” 
 
    “I don't need luck, honey,” he says and tilts his head to the side. Drops of water from the ocean glisten on his perfect chest. “I take what I want when I want it.” 
 
    I pull my shorts on over my bikini bottoms. 
 
    “No need to cover up the show,” Brett says. 
 
    “You don't have tickets,” I say, grabbing my bag and picking up my board.  
 
    “What a mouth,” Third Guy says. “I wonder if it can do other things besides talk.” 
 
    Brett laughs, but The Asshole just keeps staring at me, trying to melt me with those blue eyes. 
 
    It's almost working. 
 
    “It can,” I say. “But unfortunately for you, it doesn't go anywhere near shitheads.” 
 
    Third Guy glowers at me. 
 
    The corner of The Asshole's perfect mouth turns upward into something that almost looks like a smile. 
 
    But there's something about it that feels more threatening than friendly. 
 
    It's ninety something degrees out but suddenly I'm chilled. 
 
    I sling the bag over my shoulder. “I wish I could say it's been a pleasure, but I don't like to lie. See you around.” 
 
    I turn to go. 
 
    “I'm not sure,” The Asshole says. 
 
    Against my better judgement, I stop and turn around. “About what?” 
 
    “Which view of you I like better,” he says. “The front was outstanding. But turns out the rear is up to the challenge.” He looks me up and down, the corner of that mouth still turned upward. “I'm just not sure.” 
 
    His pals laugh, clearly amused by the fact that I'm at a loss for words. 
 
    Brett holds out a fist to The Asshole. “Well done, Trevor.” 
 
    Trevor bumps fists with him, but keeps his eyes on me. 
 
    The Asshole's name is Trevor. 
 
   


  
 

 TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Presley! Are you about ready?” 
 
    Fuck no, I'm not ready. 
 
    It's the next morning and I'm standing in front of the mirror, trying to convince myself that I'm ready for the first day of my senior year at a new high school. I've braided my long brown hair and pulled on the yellow linen tank top and my favorite denim skirt. I spent an extra twenty minutes on my makeup, trying to make sure it looked like I didn't spend an extra twenty minutes on my makeup. Silver sandals on my feet.  
 
    I look good and if it had been the first day back at my old school, I would've at least felt like I knew what I was doing. I would've been driving to school on my own, stopping at the coffee shop on the way to school, getting my drink, and praying that my last year wouldn't suck as bad as my first three years did. 
 
    Instead, I am hiding in my room, avoiding my dad's pleas to come out so he can drop me off at his paralegal's house so that woman's daughter can drive me to school. 
 
    Have I mentioned I've never met this girl? 
 
    “Presley!” he yells. “We gotta go!” 
 
    “I'm coming,” I say.  
 
    I sigh, check the mirror one last time, and grab my backpack. I throw it over my shoulder and look at the mirror again. 
 
    “Please don't let today suck,” I say. 
 
    My father is waiting at the bottom of the stairs. He's wearing a dark navy suit, light blue shirt, and a red tie. His dark hair is flecked with gray and he's good looking for a dad, according to my friends. My mother, however, thought that the lawyer she worked for was better looking, so she left him and moved to Washington.  
 
    So it's me and my dad and that's okay most of the time. He tries, but he's also busy trying to get his new law practice off the ground. The reason we moved to Sunset Beach from Virginia was because he was able to snag one giant client and it would mean steady work for the next two years. The client lives in Sunset Beach and he wants to be near him for meetings and stuff like that. He pitched it to me as living near the beach and all the fun we'd be able to have, but I knew that any fun that I found would be most likely on my own. 
 
    But it's still way better than living with my mom. 
 
    And I'm hoping it'll be different for me here. 
 
    He looks up at me. “We're going to be late, Pres. Come on.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I mumble. 
 
    “Did you eat?” he asks. 
 
    “No, I'm fine,” I say. 
 
    “You can grab a granola bar or something.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I'm fine.” 
 
    He smiled. “Senior year. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Come on, it'll be good.” 
 
    “Sure,” I say, avoiding his eyes. 
 
    He sighs and we head to the garage to climb into his green Audi Q5. My dad has money. He just wants more of it. He lost some of it in the divorce, but he's determined to make it all back and then some. We live in a great house six blocks from the ocean now and I don't have to worry about much. 
 
    Other than having friends my senior of high school. 
 
    “Claire's daughter said she was happy to take you,” he explains as we drive. “I just thought that might be better than showing up alone on the first day.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    We stop at the red light and he looks at me. “You look great.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    There's an awkward pause. 
 
    “I know this is all hard, but it'll be okay,” he says. “You just have to give it a chance. I know you miss your friends. But did it suck to spend the last two weeks at the beach?” 
 
    Well, I didn't really have friends to miss, Dad, because I was loner there. 
 
    “No,” I say. “It was good.” 
 
    “Your tan looks good anyway.” 
 
    I don't say anything and the light changes to green. 
 
    The car lurches forward. 
 
    “I appreciate you doing all of this, Pres,” he says. “You could've made it harder on me, but you didn't. I know it's not the plan you had, but thank you for giving it a chance.” 
 
    I'm not sure I had another choice. 
 
    Claire's house is five minutes from ours, a cut yellow bungalow with a perfectly cut yard out frond and roses of nearly color beneath the front window. A gleaming white Mini Cooper is idling in the driveway and I can see a shadowed head inside of it. 
 
    “That's Bridget there,” my dad says, pointing at the car. “Claire texted me and said she'd be in her car, waiting.” 
 
    My stomach ties into one gigantic knot. “Okay.” 
 
    My dad puts his hand on my shoulder. “It's gonna be great. It'll feel like you've been here for forever before you know it. I promise.” 
 
    I pick my bag up off the floor. “I know. You're right. I'll see you tonight.” 
 
    “I'll probably be late,” he says. “So don't worry about dinner for me.” 
 
    I get out of the car and stare at the Mini idling in the driveway. 
 
    All kinds of awkward. 
 
    I close the door, give my dad a half wave, and make the death march over to my ride. 
 
   


  
 

 THREE 
 
      
 
    I'm not sure what I'm expecting, but Bridget isn't it. 
 
    I peer in the window of the car and she's looking over at me, smiling. She reaches over and pushes the door open.  
 
    “Presley?” she says. “I'm Bridget.” 
 
    “Hey,” I say. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “If you get in now, we've still got time to get coffee on our way,” she says. “If you like coffee?” 
 
    It's like I've been given a lifeline. 
 
    I slide into the seat. “I would love coffee.” 
 
    She laughs. “I can barely function without it.” 
 
    Bridget is knock out gorgeous. Jet black hair to the middle of her back, a tight red v-necked T-shirt with perfect curves underneath. Denim shorts that show off her long legs. She smells like the roses in her front yard. 
 
    “I appreciate the ride,” I say as we back out. “I know this is weird.” 
 
    “Please,” she says, eyeing the mirror. “Can't imagine having to do the first day at Sunset Beach on your own, particularly senior year.” She smiles again. “This way I can point you in the right directions so you don't waste your time going in the wrong ones.” 
 
    “That would be awesome.” 
 
    “Don't be offended by this,” she says. “Are you a cheerleader?” 
 
    “Um, no.” 
 
    “Thank fucking Jesus,” she says, slapping her palm against the steering wheel. “I mean, you're kinda hot and all put together, so it can be hard to tell.” She glances at me. “Rule number one at Sunset is that the cheerleaders suck ass.” 
 
    I laugh. “Isn't that the way it is everywhere?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” she says, nodding. “And I'm just warning you now. You are gonna be fresh meat. Asshole football players are gonna flock as soon as we hit the lot.” 
 
    “Asshole football players,” I says. “So two things are the same everywhere.” 
 
    She holds up a fist. “Word, girlfriend.” 
 
    I bump her fist with mine and my stomach starts to unclench. 
 
    As she drives, she fills me in on teachers and classes and other kids and what to expect. She doesn't have to tell me all of this, but I'm relaxing by the second as we go. We pull into the drive thru of a place called Seaside Coffee and she orders two large iced coffees. 
 
    She might be my soulmate. 
 
    By the time we get to the school, I'm almost nerve free. 
 
    She whips the Mini through the parking lot and jerks it to a stop right in front of a painted parking stall. She points to it. “See that? They auction parking spots to seniors at the end of junior year and then you get to paint your spot. This is mine.” 
 
    “That is awesome,” I say, looking at the pink and yellow sunset painted over a very blue ocean. “You did that?” 
 
    “I did that,” she says, proudly. “And no one else can put their ass in this spot all year.” 
 
    She pulls into the lot and we get out. The lot is nearly full and clusters of other kids are walking toward the concrete and glass building. 
 
    “What are you doing tonight?” Bridget asks. 
 
    “Tonight? Nothing. My dad has to work late.” 
 
    She grips my elbow. “Perfect. There's a back to school night down at The Hump.” 
 
    “The Hump?” 
 
    “Place down by the beach,” she says. “You're coming and I can show you.” 
 
    “I don't know if--” 
 
    She squeezes my elbow. “You're coming, Presley.” She stops walking and looks me right in the eye. “Look, when my mom asked if I could give her boss's daughter a ride because she was new, I thought you might end up being some little troll that didn't speak or, even worse, a cheerleader.” She smiled. “But you're not. I know this has to suck, but I can make it suck a little less. So you're coming tonight.” She pauses. “Where's your phone?” 
 
    I pull it from my hip.  
 
    “Give me your number,” she says, whipping hers out. “So I can find you during the day and see how you're doing. And meet me here at twelve for lunch. It's open campus and we'll go get burgers. Cool?” 
 
    She was taking care of every first day worry I had. I mean, I never went to a single party back in Virginia and now she's invited me to the first one of the year and making sure I'm not solo for lunch.  
 
    “Yeah, totally. But you don't have to do this.” I give her my number. “I'll be okay.” 
 
    “I want to,” she says, then recites her number for me. She starts to say something else, but her eyes drift over my shoulder and her smile fades. “Okay. Test number one. Dickhead football players incoming.” 
 
    I turn around.  
 
    Three boys, all in blue and white lettermen jackets, all large, all heading our way. The one in the middle has short dark hair, gray eyes, and shoulders like square blocks. They aren't quite as good looking as the boys I'd run into on the beach, but they're close. 
 
    “Hey Bridge,” the dark haired boy asks. “Who's your pal?” 
 
    “This is Presley,” she says. “Presley, these are the dickheads.” 
 
    “So unfair and uptight,” he says. “She got the d part right. I'm Derek. And this is Evan and this is Pritch.” He winks at me. “Where exactly did you come from?” 
 
    It's right then that I make the decision. At my old school, I would've shut up. I would've been too intimidated to say anything. But I don't have to be the same girl I was there. 
 
    I can be someone new in Sunset Beach. 
 
    “Her car?” I say. “Did you not see me get out of it?” I look at Bridget. “Every guy I've met here so far asks the dumbest questions.” 
 
    Bridget busts out laughing. 
 
    Derek is red-faced and his friends look no less amused. 
 
    “I'd be nice to me if I were you,” he says. “I run this place and I can make or break your life here.” 
 
    “Feels like the only thing you run is your mouth,” I say. 
 
    Bridget links her arm with mine. “See you later, boys.”  
 
    She leads me away from them and leans into me. “You are going to fit in perfectly.” 
 
    I want nothing more than that to be true. 
 
   


  
 

 FOUR 
 
      
 
    I pick up my schedule in the office and the morning goes by without a problem. I don't talk to many people, but no one hassles me, either. I don't encounter the football boys and I'm glad because I don't want to face them alone.  
 
    The bell rings for lunch and I walk out to the parking lot. I'm worried for a moment when I don't see Bridget, wondering if the whole thing was some elaborate prank on the new kid, but I relax the second I see her coming with two other girls. 
 
    The one on her left has gorgeous long, blonde hair, the kind you only see in magazines. She's taller than Bridget and she's wearing a sleeveless white top and a pair of killer jeans on her long legs. The girl on the other side of her has super short black hair and massive hoop hearings. Her rainbow colored top has ruffled short sleeves and she's wearing white denim shorts and these thick heeled sandals that I want to rip off of her feet and put on mine.  
 
    “Yay you're here!” Bridget says, giving me a quick hug. She points to the blonde. “Presley, this is Maddie.”  
 
    Maddie smiles. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hi,” I say. 
 
    “And this is Gina,” Bridget says, pivoting to her short-haired friend. 
 
    Gina rushes at me and wraps me in a super tight hug. “It's so good to meet you and I can't believe you have to start at a new school for senior year.” She releases me and holds me at arm's length. “We will protect you.” 
 
    “She's dramatic,” Maddie says. “You'll get used to it.” 
 
    Gina hisses at her, but smiles at me. “I might be a little dramatic.” 
 
    I laugh and immediately feel at ease, like I've found friends. 
 
    We hop into Bridget's car, me in the back with Gina, Maddie riding shotgun, and Bridget tells me we are going to The Hamburger Hut. 
 
    “Shakes to die for,” Gina tells me, grabbing my arm. 
 
    “And you can get the burgers lettuce wrapped,” Maddie says. 
 
    “Yeah, if you're not a human,” Bridget says. 
 
    “Or if you understand that carbs are evil,” Maddie counters. 
 
    “It's why she only drinks vodka,” Gina says. “Carb free. Are you coming to the Hump tonight?” 
 
    “I--” 
 
    “She's coming,” Bridget answers for me. “I've already told her she's coming. She doesn't have a choice. And you should've seen her handle Derek this morning. That dumbass didn't know what to do.” 
 
    Maddie twisted around in her seat. “Really? Nice work!” 
 
    “He seemed like a jerk,” I say. 
 
    “Oh, he is most definitely a jerk,” Gina says. “All of his little crew seem to share one brain and it's not all that big to begin with. Just like their dicks.” 
 
    Bridget and Maddie howl with laughter. 
 
    Bridget bounces us into the parking lot and she finds a space right near the door. Cars pour in behind us and we hustle inside to avoid having to wait in line. 
 
    It's a cute place, with red and white walls, pictures of the beach, and delicious smelling burgers.  
 
    “I'm buying your lunch,” Bridget says to me. “It's your welcome to Sunset Beach gift from me.” 
 
    “You don't have to do that!” 
 
    “I know I don't, but I want to,” she says. “You like everything on your burger?” 
 
    “No onions.” 
 
    “It's like you were made for us,” Gina says. “No onions for any of us.” 
 
    “There are carbs in onions,” Maddie says. “So that's a win.” 
 
    We all laugh and Bridget orders our food. Gina and Maddie follow behind us and Bridget leads us to a corner booth with windows on either side. If I look hard enough, I can make out the beach in the distance. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Bridget whispers. “Here comes your new not best friend.” 
 
    I turn and see Derek heading in our direction. 
 
    Maddie and Gina slide into the bench on the other side of the table and Gina gives Derek the same kind of up and down he'd given me earlier in the parking lot. 
 
    “This is an asshole free zone, douchebag,” Gina says. “Keep walking.” 
 
    Derek ignores her and squats down next to me. “Presley. Good to see you again.” 
 
    “Oh, kill me now,” Maddie mutters, jamming the straw into her drink. 
 
    “I can get us a table outside,” he says, smiling. His teeth are white and perfect. He smells like sandalwood. “Or we could go eat in my car. Maybe go down to the beach.” He winks. “You don't wanna get dragged down with these hags.” 
 
    “Or you could drive down to the beach and drown yourself,” Bridget says. “It would be like community service for the whole town.” 
 
    His smile flickers. 
 
    “Or maybe I should text Shanna and let her know that you're no longer interested in her dumb ass,” Maddie says, holding her phone up. 
 
    His smile fades. “Fuck off, Maddie.” 
 
    Maddie wiggles her eyebrows at him. “Just looking out for my sisters.” 
 
    He refocuses on me. “Don't listen to them. Shanna and I are on a break anyway.” 
 
    “Wow,” Maddie says. “Breaking news.” 
 
    I have no idea who Shanna is, nor do I care.  
 
    “Derek,” I say. “That's your name, right?” 
 
    “Sounds so good coming out of your mouth.” 
 
    “Right,” I say. “My guess is there are some freshmen girls somewhere out there you could run this routine on and it'll work. I'd suggest aiming lower.” 
 
    The other three try to cover their mouths and laughter.  
 
    His smile is completely gone. He stands up, looking all pissed off, ready to say something, when the truck pulls up. 
 
    It's not just any truck. It's one of those monsters that's been raised well off the ground with tires the size of regular cars. It's all black with metallic wheels, the sounds of guitars and drums thumping out of the windows. It roars into the lot and screeches to a halt right outside the window, taking up two full spaces. The engine rumbles like a plane's until it shuts off, the music still streaming out of it. Then the doors open. 
 
    And The Asshole gets out of the driver's side. 
 
    “Man,” Bridget says. “Our lucky day.” She glances at Derek and then back to the window. “Were they handing out coupons to all the douchebags at school?” 
 
    Brett gets out of the passenger side, followed by Third Guy. Trevor The Asshole is in a black T-shirt, tan shorts, and his hair looks even blonder than the day before. He's laughing with his friends and people are slowing their pace as they head for the door, giving them a wide berth. 
 
    Gina leans forward. “Honestly. The school isn't entirely full of assholes. But you're getting a front row view to a bunch of them.” 
 
    “I know him,” I say. 
 
    The three girls and Derek all look at me. 
 
    “I...I met them at the beach yesterday,” I say. “His name's Trevor.” 
 
    “And you lived to tell about it?” Maddie says, raising an eyebrow. “You must have superpowers or something.” 
 
    They come in the door and stand there for a moment, surveying the room, like they're lording over their domain. Trevor's eyes sweep the dining area until they settle on me. He cocks his head to the side, squints, then laughs.  
 
    Then walks toward me. 
 
    “Better run, Derek,” Bridget says. “He's gonna see the piss running down your leg.” 
 
    Derek clears his throat, but stays there. 
 
    Trevor takes in the four of us sitting at the table before settling those blue eyes on me. “New Girl. What a coincidence seeing you at my lunch spot.” 
 
    “You don't own it,” Maddie says. 
 
    “I kinda do,” he says smiling but still looking at me. “You should come eat with me. I'm way better company.” 
 
    “She can do better,” Derek says. 
 
    Trevor looks at him and the smile fades. They are about the same size, but Trevor seems bigger, like he takes up more space. 
 
    “She can do better than both of you clowns,” Gina says. “Now get lost so we can enjoy our lunch without vomiting.” 
 
    They don't move. 
 
    “I couldn't hear you,” Trevor says to Derek. “Say it again.” 
 
    Derek licks his lips, glances at us, then back to Trevor. “Not worth my time. Later, losers.” He turns and walks outside, sitting down at a table with his buddies. 
 
    Trevor laughs. “Thought so.” He looks at me. “Come on. Come have lunch with me.” 
 
    “I'm good,” I say. 
 
    “I'm sure you are,” he says, grinning. 
 
    “I'm good that way, too, but I meant I'm good here,” I say. “With my friends. Not interested.” 
 
    He leans in closer, his nose nearly on mine. I can't help but lean back. He smells like wax and shampoo and he is so damn good looking it hurts. 
 
    “I don't take no for an answer,” he whispers. 
 
    I don't say anything because my stomach is twisting itself into a pretzel. 
 
    “But it's your first day,” he says. “So I'll give you a pass. Today.” He smiles and shows me those perfect teeth. “Not next time, though.” He stands, turns and walks back to his friends, who've cut into the front of the line. 
 
    Gina leans across the table. “How do you know Trevor Robinson?” 
 
    “I don't really know him,” I say. “He came up to me at the beach yesterday. With his friends.” 
 
    “Of course with his friends,” Maddie says. “Brett and Jake love being his entourage.” 
 
    “Did you talk to them?” Bridget asks. 
 
    Our food arrives and everyone grabs what they ordered. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I say, unwrapping the burger. “They came up to me. What was I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Run,” Bridget says. “Those three are batshit crazy and Trevor more than the other two combined.” 
 
    “He's smoking hot, though,” Gina says, plucking fries from the container. “I'll give him that.” 
 
    “I might give him more than that,” Maddie says. 
 
    “You did give Brett more than that,” Bridget says. 
 
    “Ancient history,” Maddie says. “That was two years ago.” 
 
    Bridget puts her hand on my arm. “I'm totally serious. Trevor is kind of nuts. He does what he wants, whenever he wants. He was arrested last summer for beating the crap out of this kid down at the beach and the only reason he didn't end up in jail was because his dad is so freaking loaded and has connections to everyone.” 
 
    “Money and looks,” Maddie says. “And a psychopath.” 
 
    I watch Trevor at the counter. He tosses cash casually on the counter and turns around.  
 
    To look at me. 
 
    I look down at my burger. “I told him I wasn't interested. They were just messing with me.” I look up and he's still staring at me, that corner of his mouth turned upward, just a flash of white teeth against that bronze skin.  
 
    “Well, you may not be interested,” Gina says, pointing a french fry at me. “But that bad boy is most definitely interested in you.” 
 
   


  
 

 FIVE 
 
      
 
    We eat lunch and get back to school. I get to my history class with seconds to spare and it's the same first day routine we went through in my morning classes – go over the syllabus, go over the schedule, and write some lame introductory paragraph about ourselves to turn into the teacher so she can get to know us better. I take my time with the paragraph, turn it in right before the bell rings, and head to my last class of the day. 
 
    The art studio is in a hallway I haven't been to yet and I get there just before the bell rings. I slide into the only open chair in the back of the room and I can immediately feel the girl across from me staring at me. 
 
    I look at her and smile. “Hi.” 
 
    She lifts her chin in my direction, working a piece of gum in her mouth. “Hi.” 
 
    Her long, dark hair is pulled high and tight behind her head into a pony tail that truly looks like it belongs on the back of a show horse because it's so silky and shiny. Her make up is perfect, making her green eyes seem bigger and greener than they actually are. Her skin is the color of coffee, the result of a lot of hours in the sun. She's wearing a tight, green tank top, showing off a ton of tan cleavage, and a denim skirt that barely makes it to the middle of her thighs. 
 
    She keeps staring and it's making me uncomfortable. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I say. “Have we met yet?” 
 
    She shakes her head slowly, still working the gum. “Not yet.” Even though I'm sitting in a desk, her eyes look me up and down. 
 
    And she makes it clear she's not impressed. 
 
    “I'm Presley,” I say. 
 
    “I know,” she says. “I think everyone knows.” 
 
    She doesn't mean it in a good way. 
 
    “I'm Shanna Becker,” she says.  
 
    Shanna. I heard that name at lunch, but can't quite place it. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I say. 
 
    She leans across the aisle. “Do you need any help?” 
 
    “Help? With what?” 
 
    “Figuring it out.” 
 
    I'm confused. “Figuring what out?” 
 
    “Which guys are hands off,” she says, snapping off a bubble inside her mouth. “Which ones you need to back the fuck up from.” 
 
    Shanna. 
 
    Derek. 
 
    It comes back to me. 
 
    “My hands aren't on anyone,” I say, turning in my seat, away from her. 
 
    She's still leaning across the aisle and I can feel her breath on my shoulder. “Not what I hear. And I'm going to make it super clear here for you. Presley.” She says my name like it's a disease. “Derek Morgan is definitely hands off. You hear me?” 
 
    “Not interested in Derek,” I say, refusing to look at her. 
 
    “Not what I heard.” 
 
    “Then fix your ears.” 
 
    There's a pause and then she's laughing softly in my ear. “I heard you thought you were funny. But don't kid yourself. You aren't. And keep your hands off Derek, you little bitch.” 
 
    Blood flushes in my cheeks and my hands grip the edge of the desk. In the past, I would've just taken it, not said anything. I would've let her lean back and have the last word. 
 
    But it's a new school and a new year and I'm in a new place. 
 
    And I'm not the old me. 
 
    I turn and look at her. “The only little bitch I'm aware of is your boyfriend, who seems pretty into me. So I'd talk to him if I were you.” I smile. “Before I decide to grant his wish just to piss you off.” 
 
    The bell rings and steam flows from Shanna's ears.  
 
    The teacher closes the door to the room and immediately begins yammering about what's written on the whiteboard behind her. 
 
    “I'm going to end you at this school,” Shanna whispers before she leans back in her seat. “End. You.” 
 
    I stare straight ahead. 
 
    But the middle finger on my left hand rises up, letting Shanna Becker know what I think of her threats. 
 
   


  
 

 SIX 
 
      
 
    Bridget texts me before the end of last period, telling me to meet her at her car and she'll give me a ride home. I'm grateful that she realizes I need a ride home before I even think about it. The first day of school has been up and down, but Bridget has definitely been an up. 
 
    I'm leaning up against her car, checking my phone, when something sounding like a jet engine roars into the lot. 
 
    I look up and see Trevor's big, black truck heading right for me, music blaring out the windows. 
 
    I jump to the side of Bridget's car as he screeches to a halt in front of me. The engine rumbles under the hood and he's leaning out the window, his elbow on the door, mirrored wraparound shades covering his eyes as he looks down at me. 
 
    “You almost hit me,” I say. 
 
    He grins. “Now why would I wanna do that, New Girl?” 
 
    “Because you're an idiot?” 
 
    Brett is in the passenger seat, leaning over, leering behind him. Jake is behind them both, rocking his head back and forth to the music. 
 
    “Need a ride, New Girl?” Trevor asks, ignoring my comment. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Come on. I'm good at rides.” 
 
    Brett and Jake both laugh. 
 
    “Looks like it,” I say. “Your buddies seem to enjoy you giving them a ride.” 
 
    Brett and Jake stop laughing. 
 
    But Trevor's grin grows. 
 
    Why is it always the arrogant ones who are so damn good looking? 
 
    “New Girl, why is it going down like this?” he says. “I was hoping we'd be friends.” 
 
    “You have a shitty way of showing it,” I tell him. 
 
    “Heard you were giving it to Shanna in art today,” he says. 
 
    My stomach knots. Why is he keeping tabs on me? And who is telling him what I'm doing? 
 
    “That's a good move,” he says. “Seems like you're a good decision maker. I like that in my future ex-girlfriends.” 
 
    Brett and Jake laugh again, their momentary embarrassment having faded. 
 
    “What do you like in your future non ex-girlfriends?” I ask. “Because that's how you should think of me.” 
 
    Trevor shakes his head slowly. “You're wrong, New Girl. You can deny it all you want, but I've already decided I want you. And I always get what I want.” 
 
    He says it with such a certainty that I almost believe him. 
 
    “There's a first for everything,” I tell him. “I have a feeling this might be rough for you.” 
 
    He grins some more and hangs out the window a little further. The engine roars for a moment, then dies down. 
 
    “Do you like it rough, New Girl?” he asks. “I feel like maybe you do.” 
 
    I look away because I don't have an answer and I hate that I'm losing what feels like a battle of words. I see Bridget walking my way. She gestures at the truck, then holds her arms out, like she wants to know what's going on. 
 
    I look at Trevor. “I'm not interested.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” he says. “You sure as shit aren't interested in Derek. You aren't that dumb. And I have a sixth sense about these things.” He taps an index finger to his temple. “I already see our future, New Girl.” 
 
    His use of that phrase finally gets the better of me. “My name is Presley, asshole.” 
 
    He pushes the shades up above his eyes for just a moment and steps on the gas, the engine reaching a deafening level. I can feel myself wince even though I don't want to. 
 
    Trevor smiles and the roar dies again. “I know it is, New Girl. I know a whole lot about you already.” He laughs, leans back into the cab, slams the car into drive, and tears out of the lot away from me, a trail of heat and smoke behind him. 
 
   


  
 

 SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “I don't want to sound like your mom, but you really need to be careful,” Bridget says. 
 
    We are driving home from school and after I give her a brief recap of Trevor rolling up on me in the parking lot, she's side-eyeing me as we drive. 
 
    “In order to sound like my mom, you'd have to be a total bitch who left my dad,” I say. “So no worries there.” 
 
    “Yikes. Sorry.” 
 
    “It's fine,” I say. “Why do I need to be careful?” 
 
    She glances in the rearview mirror, then at me. “Trevor Robinson is bad news.” 
 
    “So everyone keeps telling me.” 
 
    “No, legit,” she says, cutting her eyes in my direction. “He's the real deal, the kind that will turn your life into a serious shit show.” 
 
    “What if my life is already a shit show?” 
 
    She glances at me again. “I'm not kidding, Presley.” 
 
    I feel bad because she doesn't think I'm taking her seriously. “Okay. Tell me how he'll do that.” 
 
    She flexes her fingers on the steering wheel, like she's been holding onto to it too tightly. “I mean, he doesn't think rules apply to him. And guess what? They really don't.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they just don't,” she says. “His dad has more money than anyone else in this town. Anytime he gets in trouble, he just takes care of it. And it's been like that since he was a little kid. He knows he's untouchable. And he gets off on it.” She pauses. “And he runs through girls like socks. Wears them once and then tosses them to the side.” 
 
    I look out the window. “I can handle myself.” 
 
    Bridget laughs. “Maybe you can handle yourself, but I'm not sure you can handle Trevor Robinson. Because no one has so far. And, no offense, but I'm not sure why you think you're going to be any different. He'll push you further than you want to be pushed and when he gets you over that line?” She shakes her head. “Then he's out and onto the next pair of socks.” She glances at me again. “And, sometimes, it's two girls at a time. He doesn't care.” 
 
    I'm not sure if I should be offended that she doesn't think I can handle some jackass surfer boy or if I need to listen closer to her warnings. 
 
    “So why do girls keep flocking to him?” I ask. 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “Come on. You saw him. He's incredible looking. Those eyes, that hair, that tan. The surfer boy six pack and arms.” She shakes her head. “He's straight out of a magazine. So when he's interested in you, he's kind of fucking hard to ignore. Every girl starts to think she's going to be the one that he stays with, that can tame his hot little ass.” She laughs. “And every single girl has been dead wrong so far.” 
 
    I look at her. “You sound like you know from experience.” 
 
    She smiles and hits her blinker. “Sort of. I had a crush on him in middle school. To be clear, half of the school had a crush on him. But I just watched from afar. He passed me right on by.” 
 
    “Then he can't be too smart.” 
 
    Her smile grows. “I think I love you already.” 
 
    We laugh. 
 
    “And to be honest, I absolutely would've gone out with him,” Bridget says, pulling up to my house. “I would've ignored my own advice. Just to see what it was like.” 
 
    “To see what what was like?” 
 
    She throws the car into park. “To see what it was like to have those eyes look at me. To feel those abs. To see what else is there.” She snorts. “And, yeah. I've heard the rumors about the rest of the package and it lines up with everything else about him. The boy has it all.” She shrugs. “So it's not like I would've even followed my own advice.” She touches my forearm. “I just don't wanna see you get burned the second you move her.” 
 
    Her kindness is shocking. I'd never had a girlfriend who seemed to really care about me. I didn't have many friends, period. So to have this girl who I've just met already looking out for me? I want to give her a giant hug. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “Seriously. Thanks. I'll stay away.” 
 
    Bridget raises an eyebrow. “We'll see.” 
 
    I gather my things at my feet and push the door open. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Trevor Robinson has put you in his crosshairs,” she says. “We'll see if you can stay away when he starts trying to pull you in.” 
 
   


  
 

 EIGHT 
 
      
 
    I busy myself over the next few hours with things to try and take my mind off of going to my first real party at Sunset Beach High: signing the dumb forms teachers gave us that supposedly prove we read the class rules, setting up a planner for the school year because I am a nerd, and making myself a quesadilla for dinner because my dad texts me and tells me he'll be working late. 
 
    Shocker. 
 
    I take a shower because even though drying my hair is a pain in the ass, I know it'll look better if I do it and I care about how I look for this party. As much as the first day of school was a kind of test, I know enough that the party will be where I'm really judged. I know that I shouldn't care what people think, but the reality is that I do. There are times that I hate myself for thinking this way and try to convince myself that I don't care what people think, but more often than not, I realize that I'm lying to myself. I want friends, I want to belong, and I don't want to be looked at like I'm a freak.  
 
    Because I don't want it to be like it was in Virginia. 
 
    I take way too long to decide what to wear and to make sure my makeup looks right. I've chosen a tight, linen black top that makes my boobs look bigger than they are and white denim shorts that make my legs look tanner than they actually are. I pause for a moment, wondering if all I'm doing is creating a false impression of who I am, then tell myself to stop second guessing everything I'm doing. 
 
    Plus, I look pretty good. 
 
    I find the white, strappy sandals I want, check my makeup for the fifteenth time and finally decide my eye liner looks the way it should, and head to the living room to wait for Bridget and hopefully calm my nerves. 
 
    She's in my driveway five minutes later and she looks and smells amazing. 
 
    “It's this orange blossom shampoo,” she says when I tell her it smells like an orange grove in the car. “My mom bought it for herself, then I snagged it and put it in my bathroom.” 
 
    I make a mental note to look for it because the aroma is mind-boggling. 
 
    “And you look hot,” she says, smiling at me as she backs out of the driveway. “Not that you didn't at school, but you're, like, smoking now.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say, thrilled with the compliment. “I didn't know what to wear.” 
 
    “Don't worry,” she says. “An hour into it, most people will be too drunk to know what you're wearing.” 
 
    I laugh. “So where is this place anyway? And why is it called The Hump?” 
 
    “It's down on the bay,” Bridget explains, barely stopping at the stop sign, then gunning it through the intersection. “There's this sort of island that is between the bay and the ocean and it's kind of secluded if you know where you're going. You can see the cops coming if they roll in.” 
 
    Something spikes in my stomach. “The cops?” 
 
    She pats my arm. “Don't worry. We usually get a free pass on the first week of school and after that, I'll show you how to spot them.” 
 
    “My dad would kill me.” 
 
    “There will be no homicides,” she assures me. “I mean, unless some of the boys kill each other trying to get to you.” 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    She winks. “You'll see.” 
 
    “Okay, but why the name?” I ask. 
 
    She giggles. “You'll see.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, I do see.  
 
    She's described the area perfectly. It's a fat finger of land that juts out into the water, a mass of parking lot, grass, and sand. The ocean is out to our right, across a road and the long stretch of sand, glimmering as the sun is dipping below it. To the left is the bay, a round body of water that smells just like the ocean and has it's own stretch of sand separating it from the grass and parking lot. On the far side of the bay, the hillside is dotted with homes built onto the side of the land, each one fighting for a better view of the bay and the Pacific than the next. Cars move on the roads in between them like ants.  
 
    And at the end of the parking lot I see The Hump, a massive, grassy hill that people are already gathering on and around. It's the point where the bay meets the ocean and it's like someone pushed all of the land upward to give everyone a view of their surroundings. 
 
    “The Hump,” I say, shaking my head. 
 
    Bridget screeches to a halt in a parking slot and laughs. “Right? Looks just like a giant, oversized camel hump, doesn't it?” 
 
    I nod. “It really does.” 
 
    “Plus, people will end up fucking on it, so, you know, there's that whole double meaning thing.” 
 
    I laugh. “Seriously?” 
 
    Bridget cackles. “Oh, you'll see. You'll see.” 
 
    We get out and the music is drifting across the parking lot, heavy bass beats thumping against the asphalt. The voices in the distance are muddled, mixed with laughter, and it looks like at least half of the school is already there. The parking lot is nearly full and The Hump and it's surroundings are dotted with people, most with some sort of cup or bottle in their hands. 
 
    Bridget pops the trunk. “What do you like?” 
 
    I look inside. It's a traveling liquor store. She has beer and a bottle of wine and a bottle of vodka and soda mixers and a whole lot of other stuff.  
 
    “Jesus,” I say. 
 
    “My parents like their booze,” she explains. “And they never notice when it's missing.” She grabs the bottle of vodka. “I'm a vodka and soda girl.” 
 
    I have no idea what any of it tastes like. “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    She uncaps the bottle and grabs a stack of red plastic cups, which she hands to me. I pluck two off the mini-tower, set the tower back in her trunk, and hold the cups out. She fills the bottom half with vodka, then tops each of them off with Sprite. “I don't have any ice, sorry.” 
 
    “I'm sort of surprised you don't.” 
 
    “Right? I need to get a cooler or something so I'm a full service bar on wheels.” 
 
    We both laugh and touch our cups together before drinking. The vodka burns it's way down my throat, settling into a hot puddle in my stomach. I like it. I remind myself not to charge through it, unsure if my dad will be awake when I get home and because it's the first time I've ever had alcohol. 
 
    Gina and Maddie come scurrying across the parking lot toward us. Gina gives me a quick hug before peering into the trunk. “Oh, thank god. I was worried I was going to have give someone a hand job to get a drink.” 
 
    We all laugh. Maddie grabs the bottle of vodka and Gina is twisting off the cap on a bottle of beer. She flips it back into the trunk and takes a long drink from the bottle. 
 
    “You are in for an interesting evening,” Maddie says, looking at me. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Apparently, Derek and Shanna exploded on one another after school,” she says. “And you were the spark.” 
 
    My stomach twists into a small knot. “She totally came after me in class today.” 
 
    Gina makes a face over her beer. “All bitch and no bite. Don't worry about her.” 
 
    But I am worried about her. I don't want to be the cause of anyone's break up, even if I did find both of them to be jerks. And I don't want to start off at a new school with a reputation for being caught in the middle of all the drama. 
 
    Maddie throws an arm around me. “Don't worry. We've got your back.” 
 
    “Oh god, I would love to punch Shanna in the face,” Gina says, looking around. “I don't even need a reason.” 
 
    “Gina's the combative one,” Bridget informs me.  
 
    Gina smiles. “Thank you for the compliment. I will also punch Derek right in the dick if he comes near Presley.” She looks at me and holds her hand up. “That's a promise, girlfriend.” 
 
    I high five her and am grateful that I've managed to make friends on the very first day of school. I thought I'd be sitting at home in my room, worrying about who to eat with the second day. Instead, I was at the beach, drinking with my new best friends who were vowing to protect me. 
 
    Hadn't planned on that. 
 
    Maddie pulls her arm from around my shoulders and links it with my arm. “Come on. Let's go see what kind of trouble we can get into.” 
 
    The sun is gone and the beach is lit up by two massive bonfires, huge wooden pallets providing fuel in the fire pits. People are scattered everywhere in groups and couples, sitting and standing and laying. There's music thumping from someone's blue tooth speakers and the smell of the ocean is strong in the cool, smoky air.  
 
    We've been there for an hour or so before I catch my first glimpse of Derek. He's down on the sand near one of the fires, his face lite up by the flames. He may be an asshole, but he truly is drop dead gorgeous. He's wearing a long-sleeved blue Sunset Beach football T-shirt, the words stretched out across his chest. Khaki shorts hang to his knees and he's barefoot, a red cup clutched in his hand. He's with four other guys and they are laughing. 
 
    I don't see Shanna. 
 
    The girls are introducing me to people and I know there's no way I'll ever remember anyone's name, a combination of too many to recall and the vodka. I've already finished the first drink and Bridget replaced the empty with another full one at some point. It's going down too easy and I again remind myself to slow down and take it easy. But people are mostly nice and friendly and all of my worries about being the new girl are starting to fade. 
 
    And I have to pee. 
 
    “Are there bathrooms here?” I ask Maddie. 
 
    She points to a concrete building on the other side of the grassy hill, next to the parking lot. “Over there. You want me to come with?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nah, I'll be fine. Be right back.” 
 
    I leave them and the others and head toward the bathroom. I breathe in the ocean air, trying to steady myself and to settle the alcohol inside me. The bathroom itself isn't terribly clean, but it's not the worst I've ever seen at the beach. I take care of my business and check my hair and makeup in the dimly lit mirror. I giggle at myself, shake my head, and pour out the rest of my drink in the sink. I'm not getting drunk my first night out. 
 
    When I walk out, Derek is standing there near the entrance. 
 
    “Hello there,” he says, smiling. “What a coincidence this is.” 
 
    I know better. 
 
    “Hey,” I say, trying to get past him. 
 
    He slides in the same direction, blocking my path. “I was hoping I'd see you tonight.” 
 
    “Really? I thought you'd be hoping to see Shanna instead.” 
 
    He makes a face like I've spit in his drink. “Please. Shanna's old news.” He smiles. “You're the new news.” 
 
    It's so dumb that I have to laugh. He does, too.  
 
    “I need to get back to my friends,” I say. 
 
    “They'll be there,” he says, closing the distance between us. “Spend some time with me.” 
 
    I take a step backward. “No thanks. I'm good.” 
 
    “I'm hoping you are,” he says, grinning. 
 
    I realize that we are the only two near the bathrooms and that he's blocking my only path back to the girls and beach. The hair on my neck stands up on end. 
 
    “I'm not interested, Derek,” I say. “I'm really not.” 
 
    “How can you not be interested when you don't even know me?” he says, taking another step toward me.  
 
    I shuffle my feet to the side and my back bumps into the concrete building. My heart thumps against my chest for all the wrong reasons.  
 
    He puts his hand above my shoulder, resting it against the wall. “Just give me a chance. Get to know me first before you decide I'm a dick.” 
 
    “You aren't helping your case by getting me up against a wall,” I say. 
 
    He smiles. “I sort of had a dream about you, me, and a wall.” 
 
    His words are slurred and I know he's drunk.  
 
    Which makes him even scarier. 
 
    He's bigger, stronger, and faster than I am. If he wants to keep me there, he can, and I'm not sure there's anything I can do about it. 
 
    He leans in closer. “I swear I'm not as bad as they say I am, Presley.” 
 
    “Yeah you are,” a voice behind him says. “Back the fuck off, jockstrap.” 
 
    We both look to the voice. 
 
    Trevor Robinson is standing there in a black T-shirt, cargo shorts, and a pissed off expression. Even in the dark, his tan glows. 
 
    “No one fucking asked you, Robinson,” Derek snarls. “Go jerk off in the ocean.” 
 
    Trevor laughs and shifts his eyes to me. “You alright?” 
 
    I nod, not able to find the words. 
 
    Derek makes a little waving gesture, signaling for Trevor to go. “Take a walk, dickhead.” 
 
    Trevor rolls his shoulders forward like he's just gotten out of bed. He shakes his arms loose at his sides. He smiles again. “Make me.” 
 
    It's a simple phrase a middle schooler might use, but the way he says it, there's something violent behind it. 
 
    Derek feels it too because he pushes off the wall and no longer seems so sure of himself. 
 
    Trevor takes a step toward us. “Seriously. Make me. Right now.” 
 
    Derek takes an awkward step backward and it's just like it was at lunch. Derek seems smaller and younger in Trevor's presence. Derek glances at me, his eyes narrow slits, then looks at Trevor. “You aren't worth it.” 
 
    Trevor snorts. “Right.” 
 
    Derek looks at me, then points an index finger at my chest. “We're not done yet. Not even close.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” I say.  
 
    “You will,” he says, leering at me. “Don't worry.” 
 
    He hesitates, then walks toward Trevor. Trevor holds his spot, his eyes locked on Derek, his fingers wiggling at his sides, like they are itching to do something. Derek stops in front of him for just a moment, then moves around him, and walks back toward the beach, disappearing into the dark. 
 
    Trevor's eyes are now locked onto me. “I think you owe me now.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “What is it with every guy in this school thinking they are entitled to shit?” 
 
    He gives me a small smile. “Come on. I just saved you from the asshole. That's not entitlement. I earned it.” 
 
    “Earned what exactly?” 
 
    His smile gets bigger. “What do you want to give me?” 
 
    I fight off the smile trying to force it's way onto my face. The way he says it, it's different than Derek's innuendos. There's more flirting behind it, less threat.  
 
    And goddamn if he doesn't look astounding standing there in the dark. 
 
    “A pat on the back seems fair,” I say. 
 
    It's his turn to roll his eyes. “Not even close, New Girl.” He walks toward me and takes my hand before I can pull it away. “Come on.” 
 
    His hand is warm and soft and I hate that I like it. I yank it away. “I'm going back to my friends.” 
 
    He's standing right in front of me and he smells like smoke and soap and the ocean. Now my heart is thumping inside my chest, but for a different kind of wrong reason. He licks his lips, the corners of his mouth flickering into that cocky, half smile. 
 
    Then he bends down, picks me up, and puts me over his shoulder. “Wrong, New Girl. You're going with me.” 
 
   


  
 

 NINE 
 
      
 
    I'm kicking and writhing as he carries me. “Put me the fuck down!” 
 
    He chuckles, his arm around the backs of my knees like a vice. “I will. In a minute.” 
 
    He's got my waist on his shoulder and it's the perfect position to keep me from getting any leverage. I pound on his back and he just laughs some more. 
 
    He carries me across the road toward the beach and he's trudging across the sand, down to the water. The beach is dark, save for the random bonfire further up the shore. The water is loud as it rushes in and then backs out. I, of course, can't see it because I can only see where we've come from. 
 
    Finally, his arm loosens around my waist and I seize the moment, pushing off his shoulder and launching myself off his body. I land in ankle deep water, the cold water shocking me, and I let out a shriek. 
 
    Trevor laughs. “New Girl. Your shoes are soaked now. So impatient.” 
 
    I look down and he's right. I'm standing in the ocean in my sandals. I stare at him for a moment, then let out a strangled yell, and kick water at him. He shields his face as he laughs, but he doesn't back up. 
 
    It occurs to me that I've never seen Trevor Robinson back up. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I ask, slipping off my now soaked sandals as the ocean ebbs and flows around my feet.  
 
    “I was just trying to take you for a walk. Not my fault you jumped off me into the water.” 
 
    His refusal to admit he's done anything wrong is maddening. 
 
    “Where'd you learn to surf?” he asks, shoving his hands in his pockets. 
 
    “The fucking ocean,” I say, still furious that I'm standing in the water. 
 
    “Yeah, but what ocean?” 
 
    “None of your business,” I say, stepping out of the water. 
 
    He puts his hand on my arm as I try to pass. I start to say something to him, something full of anger and fury, but he's looking at me with this half smile and sparkle in his eyes and it just freezes the words in my throat.  
 
    “I'm making it my business,” he says, his voice low like a purr. “Not sure how else I can get this across to you, New Girl. You and I are gonna happen.” 
 
    I yank my arm free of his grasp and stare at him for a moment. “Okay. Well, let's get it over with then.” 
 
    “Get what over with?” 
 
    Before I can think better of it, I pull my top off over my head and throw it to the sand. “If we're gonna happen, let's get it over with.” I point at the sand. “Let's just do it and get it over with.” I smile. “I'm sure it won't take long.” 
 
    For the first time in two days, Trevor Robinson seems unsure of himself. “That...that's not what I meant.” 
 
    I shimmy out of my shorts, now standing there in my underwear. The air is cool and I can feel the goosebumps popping on my skin. “Yeah, it is. Don't lie. Let's drop and go for it.” I spread my arms out wide. “Here I am. Take me now, lover boy.” 
 
    The cocky smile is gone, replaced with an expression somewhere between irritation and anger.  
 
    I raise an eyebrow, fueled by the idea that I've caught him off guard. “Oh. Now I get it. You're all talk. I sort of guessed that.” 
 
    “Doesn't have to be like this,” he says, his voice barely audible over the ocean behind me. 
 
    I bend down and pick up my clothes from the sand. I take two steps toward him so I'm right up against him. I stare at him for a long moment and his eyes don't leave mine. 
 
    “Leave me the fuck alone then,” I say. 
 
    I walk past him up the sand before he can say anything else. 
 
   


  
 

 TEN 
 
      
 
    I pull my clothes back on as I walk. I'm shaking but I'm not sure if it's because I'm cold or because I'm rattled from what I just did. I half-expected him to take me up on my fake offer and I wasn't sure what I would've done if he did. It was a stupid move on my part and I feel lucky to have gotten way with it as I shake the water from my still wet shoes. 
 
    I spot Bridget sitting at the bottom of The Hump and she's waving at me. Maddie is with her and they both have that happy, lazy look you get when you're in the middle of a good buzz.  
 
    “Where did you go?” Bridget asks. 
 
    “Nowhere,” I say. 
 
    “Your sandals are wet,” Maddie says, looking me up and down. “And there's sand all over you.” 
 
    I sigh. “I went down to the ocean.” 
 
    “To pee?” Maddie asks. 
 
    “Yeah. No. I mean, that's where I went first,” I tell them. “To the bathroom. But I got...interrupted.” 
 
    “Peeing?” Bridget says, wrinkling her nose. “Gross.” 
 
    I laugh even though I don't feel like laughing. “No. When I came out. Derek was there.” 
 
    They both lean forward, their eyes widening. 
 
    “I guess he followed me over there,” I say. “I don't know. He was...persistent. And drunk.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Bridget says. “You should've screamed or something.” 
 
    “I was going to,” I say. “I mean, I think I was going to. But then Trevor showed up.” 
 
    They lean forward again, like they can't believe what they're hearing.  
 
    “Did they fight?” Maddie asks. “God, I hope they fought.” 
 
    “No,” I say, shaking my head. “Derek walked away. But then Trevor took me down to the beach.” 
 
    “You went with him?” Bridget says. “Didn't I warn you?” 
 
    “I didn't go with him. He literally took me down to the beach. He carried me and wouldn't let me go.” 
 
    Bridget covers her open mouth with her hand. 
 
    “Jesus, what an asshole,” Maddie says. “What happened?” 
 
    “I took my clothes off,” I tell them. 
 
    “What?” they both cry at the same time. 
 
    I laugh and sit down next to them on the grass, suddenly feeling exhausted. “He carried me down there and then tried to talk to me. Then he started, I don't know, flirting with me? I don't know what he was doing. And I got fed up.” I shrug. “So I took my clothes off and called his bluff.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Bridget whispers. “You have to be kidding me.” 
 
    “I'm not,” I say.  
 
    “What did he do?” Maddie asks. 
 
    “Nothing,” I say. “He totally backed off and didn't know what to do. I was standing there on the sand in my underwear, telling him that we should just drop to the sand and get it over with, and he didn't know what to do.” I shrug again. “So I grabbed my clothes, told him to fuck off, and left.” 
 
    “I need that on video,” Maddie says, shaking her head. “Unbelievable.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Bridget asks, touching my foot. 
 
    I nod. “I'm fine. It was stupid. If he'd taken me up on it, I'm not sure what I would've done.” 
 
    “You'd probably be underneath him in the sand right now,” Maddie says. “I suppose there are worse places to be.” 
 
    Bridget smacks her in the arm. 
 
    “Ow!” Maddie says, rubbing where she hit her. “Look, we can acknowledge that Trevor Robinson is both an asshole and someone we'd like to be underneath. There's nothing wrong with that.” She looks at both of us. “He is the best looking human being I've ever seen in my life and if presented with the opportunity, I might take the ride one time just to see what it's like.” She shrugs. “I'm not above that.” 
 
    Bridget and I both burst out laughing and a small twinge of something that feels like jealousy sparks in my head, which I quickly push out of my thoughts. There's nothing to be jealous of. I didn't even like Trevor and I was pissed at him for what he'd done to me. 
 
    But Maddie is right. 
 
    He is the best looking person I'd ever seen in my life. 
 
    “I can't believe he let you walk away,” Bridget says, shaking her head. “All talk and no action, I guess.” 
 
    “I don't know,” I say. “I just wanted to get away from him.” 
 
    They both nod and I spy Gina coming over the top of the hill. She's a bit wobbly, but not to the point that she can't walk. She's careful coming down the hill and gets to us, out of breath. “Couldn't find my bitches. What are you guys doing over here?” 
 
    “Listening to Presley tell us how she stripped naked in front of Trevor,” Maddie says. 
 
    Gina's eyes widen. 
 
    “I had my underwear on,” I say. “And it's not what you think.” 
 
    “I'm thinking so many things,” Gina says. “I'm also thinking that Shanna Becker wants to kick your ass.” 
 
    “That's not really news,” I tell her. 
 
    “Yeah, well, she's putting the word out there,” she explains. “She's telling people you hooked up with Derek tonight.” 
 
    I frown. “I didn't hook up with him.” 
 
    “I'm just telling you what she's saying.” 
 
    I bite my lip. It's been a long first day. I've met some good people and some not good people. And the not good people are really pissing me off. 
 
    I look at Bridget and point at her cup. “Can I finish that for you? I lost my cup...somewhere.” 
 
    “I can get you another one,” she says, but holds her cup out to me. 
 
    I take it from her and down everything in it, feeling the burn of the vodka burn its way into my body. I hand the cup back to Bridget. 
 
    “Wow,” she says, raising her eyebrows. “That was...fast.” 
 
    I look at Gina. “Where's Shanna?” 
 
    She jerks her thumb over her shoulder. “She was over by one of the fires with her crew.” 
 
    “She has a crew?” 
 
    “Cheerleaders,” Maddie says. “They run in a pack. Like skinny, bitchy wolves.” 
 
    I let the vodka settle into my gut and take a deep breath. The music is still thumping across the lot and I can feel it in my chest. I look past my new friends and the massive hill, thinking about who and what is on the other side. I don't feel like the timid girl I was in Virginia.  
 
    That girl is gone. 
 
    I smile at my friends. “I'd like to go meet the skinny, bitchy wolves.” 
 
   


  
 

 ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    We walk to the top of the hill and it's like a whole other world on the other side. 
 
    The sand is filled with people and it resembles a mosh pit more than a party, people pressed together, around the fires from the grass to the water. There are more shadows and silhouettes in the dark now, the only lighting coming from the bonfires and people's phones. The crowd extends about as far as I can see in either direction, running out to the point where the bay meets the ocean. 
 
    “They were down there,” Gina says, pointing out to her right in the direction of the point. “We'll find them.” 
 
    Bridget grabs my hand. “Hey. Are you sure you wanna do this? You don't have to.” 
 
    She was wrong, though. I did have to do it. If I didn't, I was going to get buried under an avalanche of gossip and lies. If I was going to stick up for myself and save my reputation before it was blown to pieces, I did have to do it. 
 
    I look at her. “I'm sure.” 
 
    She squeezes my hand and lets go. 
 
    We descend the from the grassy hill down to the sand and Gina nudges me, nodding toward one of the fires. I don't see Shanna, but I see the wolves. One has long, blonde hair and the kind of skin you see in magazines. Her legs are long and tan and she's standing next to the fire like she's giving everyone a chance to observe her. The Sunset Beach cheer T-shirt she's wearing is a size too small, showing off her boobs and her perfectly flat stomach.  
 
    Next to her, a girl with flowing red hair is emptying a plastic cup into her mouth. She's all muscle and athleticism, like an Olympic gymnast. She's wearing the same T-shirt, but the sleeves are cut off, exposing her shoulders and biceps. Her shirt is too small, as well, and I immediately envy the six pack I spot just above the waist of her way too short denim shorts. She squeezes the plastic cup into a pancake and chucks it into the fire. She says something to the blonde, who laughs. Then she looks in my direction and pokes her much taller friend in the arm. The blonde turns in our direction, too. 
 
    “Well, well,” the red head says as we approach, crossing her arms. “Look what the bitches dragged in.” 
 
    Maddie rolls her eyes and Bridget laughs. 
 
    “Looks like you gained a few pounds this summer, Lisa,” Gina says, looking her up and down. “Looks good on you.” 
 
    Lisa's face immediately goes crimson. “It's muscle, Gina. You should try it some time.” 
 
    “Call it what you want,” Gina says, unfazed, still looking her up and down. “I'll bet you went up a whole size, right? More of you to love, I guess?” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Lisa growls. 
 
    The blonde wrinkles her nose at us. “Maybe just crawl back to where you came from.” Her eyes settle on me. “Especially you.” 
 
    “If anyone knows what it's like to be on your hands and knees, it's most definitely you,” Maddie says, smiling at her. She turns to me. “There were some unfortunate pictures that made the rounds last year involving Jessica, this troll who graduated from PB two years ago, and...” She looks at Jessica and lets her smile get bigger. “Some compromising positions.” 
 
    Jessica's face goes red like her friend's. “You're such a bitch, Maddie.” 
 
    Maddie keeps smiling. “I'm aware.” 
 
    “Who the fuck are you anyway?” Lisa asks and I realize she's talking to me. 
 
    “Someone who's looking for your friend,” I say. “Shanna. Where is she?” 
 
    Lisa screws up her face in irritation, like it's the most insulting thing she's ever been asked. “Why is that any of your business?” 
 
    “Because I'm making it my business,” I say. “Where is she?” 
 
    “Are you looking for Derek?” Jessica asks. “So you can give him another hand job in the bathroom?” 
 
    It's my turn to turn red. I can feel the heat in my face. “What?” 
 
    “What?” Lisa says, mocking me. “What?” 
 
    “Everyone knows you're after him,” Jessica says.  
 
    “No one could know that because it isn't true,” I say.  
 
    Jessica raises a perfectly plucked eyebrow. “Not what we've heard.” 
 
    “Because Shanna is a lying bitch,” Bridget says. “Do either of you ever think for yourself or do you just let her tell you what to think?” 
 
    They look at each other, not sure what to say, and I burst out laughing, enjoying the irony of their inability to say anything. 
 
    They both look at me with hate in their eyes. 
 
    I don't care. 
 
    “Where is she?” I ask again. 
 
    Lisa just looks like she wants to fight me, but there's something in Jessica's expression that makes me wary, like maybe I don't want the answer to that question. 
 
    “Where are you from anyway?” Jessica asks, like I just crawled out of a hole. 
 
    “You're so fucking boring,” Gina says, rolling her eyes.  
 
    “Or too stupid to answer a question,” Maddie chimes in. 
 
    “Or just a first class bitch,” Bridget says. 
 
    My friends are standing up for me, with me, and I want to hug each of them. 
 
    “Jealous much?” Lisa asks. 
 
    “Of your weight gain?” Gina says. “Don't think so.” 
 
    Lisa's face goes red again. 
 
    “I heard you're into Trevor, too,” Jessica says, still looking at me, ignoring the conversation. “Way to announce your arrival at a new school by going after two guys at once.” 
 
    “I'm not going after either one,” I tell her. “The only person I'm going after is Shanna.” 
 
    Jessica purses her pink lips and snorts. “Right.”  
 
    Bridget puts her hand on my arm. “Come on, we'll go find her. These two have pretty much used up every word they know.” 
 
    “I'll tell you where she is,” Jessica says, the corners of her mouth turned into an ugly little smile. “Actually, I don't have to tell you at all. You can see for yourself.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you even talking about?” Maddie says. 
 
    Jessica makes sure she has all of our attention before she extends her perfectly manicured finger down the beach. “I believe Shanna is right down there.” She leans closer to my ear. “Right on top of your wanna be boyfriend.” 
 
    I turn and look in the direction she's pointing. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dark and then I see Shanna straddling someone on the sand. Her face is pushed up against his and his hands are cupping her ass as she gyrates slowly against him. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Bridget whispers. 
 
    She is slithering on top of him like a snake, her mouth moving from his to his neck, her arms stretched out in front of her to brace herself on the guy's body. He lifts up into her, pushing them both off of the sand for a moment before dropping back down into it. Their clothes are still on, but it doesn't seem like they will be for much longer. 
 
    I squint harder into the darkness, waiting for some of the firelight to pick up the guy's face. As she works on his neck, I finally get a good look at the guy beneath her. 
 
    And I fight off the urge to vomit. 
 
    Shanna Becker is riding Trevor Robinson. 
 
   


  
 

 TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “How was your first day?” my dad asks. 
 
    It's the next morning and my head is pounding, the result of too much vodka and too little sleep. I am sitting at the breakfast table, hunched over a piece of toast and a glass of orange juice, wondering if I can get them down without seeing them again. 
 
    “Fine,” I say, sipping the orange juice. 
 
    “I'm sorry I wasn't home last night,” he says. “I had a long meeting with my one client.” 
 
    “That's good,” I say. “Right?” 
 
    He nods, sliding into the chair across from me. “Yes, very. I'd like to find a few more clients, but he's the kind of client that could make or break me here. I need him to make me. So I need to be available to him.” 
 
    “It's fine, Dad,” I tell him. “Really. I get it.” 
 
    “He wants to have dinner again tonight,” he says. “And you're invited.” 
 
    “Me? Why?” 
 
    “He wants to meet my family,” he says. “And you're my family. Plus, he has kids who go to your school, so I thought it might be a good opportunity for you to make some new friends.” 
 
    The thought of making small talk at dinner with his client's kids is almost as nauseating as the vodka in my bloodstream. “I already made friends, Dad. I'm good.” 
 
    “Presley, I'd like you come to dinner,” he says and I can tell it's not an offer I can refuse. 
 
    I sigh. “Fine.” 
 
    He pats my arm. “Thank you. Be ready to go at six. I'll come home beforehand to change and pick you.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    “Do you need a ride today?”  
 
    I shake my head and pull the crust off the toast. “No. Bridget is going to pick me up.” 
 
    “You like her?” he asks. “You had a good day yesterday?” 
 
    I nod. “Yes and yes.” 
 
    “What did you do last night?' 
 
    I think for a moment. “I went to her house, just to hang out. Nothing big.” 
 
    “Good,” he says, patting my arm again. “I was so tired when I got home, I went straight to bed without checking on you. I figured you were tired, too.” 
 
    Which I knew was going to be the case, so I knew I wouldn't get caught being at the beach until after midnight. 
 
    “Yeah, I was,” I tell him. “So it was fine.” 
 
    “You're okay?” he asks, eyeing me. 
 
    I swallow down more orange juice and manage a nod. “Yeah, I'm fine. School was fine. It's cool.” 
 
    He looks at me for one more second then seems satisfied as he stands up. “Good, I'm glad. Okay. I've gotta run, but I'll be home to get you at six.” He kisses me goodbye and is out the door. 
 
    I eat half the toast and push the plate away. I'm not fine, of course. I'm hungover, I'm tired, and I'm pissed off. Hungover from the vodka, tired from the lack of sleep, and pissed off from Trevor Robinson. 
 
    I hate that seeing Shanna on top of him at the beach bothers me so much. When I realized it was him, my stomach turned. I wanted to run over to them and kick her off of him, but I froze instead. And everyone saw it. I couldn't hide it.  
 
    And I'm not sure what that means now. 
 
    My phone buzzes and I see Bridget's name on the screen telling me she's in the driveway. I put the glass and the plate in the sink, grab my stuff, and head out. 
 
    “Are you feeling as bad as I am?” she asks when I get in. 
 
    “Worse, I think.” 
 
    “I'd like to cut my own head off so it stops pounding.” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    She backs us out of the driveway. “I wasn't even sure you'd be up after everything you drank at the end.” 
 
    After I saw Shanna and Trevor, we'd gone back to her car and I'd hoarded a bottle of vodka for myself. We'd found a place in the sand with Gina and Maddie and I knew I'd emptied most of it before I got home. It was anger drinking, something I couldn't ever recall having done and it was dumb and I was pretty sure I never wanted to see vodka again. 
 
    Or, at least for awhile. 
 
    “I set three alarms,” I tell her. “When I shook myself from the coma, I got in the shower and turned it on full blast. And cold.” 
 
    “Torture.” 
 
    “Otherwise, I'd be in bed.” 
 
    She glances at me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I shrug. “Yeah.” 
 
    “You know there will be some shit today at school, right?” 
 
    I look at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She keeps her eyes on the road. “I mean, the fact that Shanna dry humped Trevor right into the ground last night wasn't a coincidence.” She pauses. “She did that to get back at Derek. And maybe you.” 
 
    “Me? What does it have to do with me?” 
 
    “Are you still drunk?” she asks. “She thinks you're after Derek or Derek lied to her about doing shit with you or I don't know, but she already thinks that. And she knows Trevor was into you. And most girls who Trevor gets into reciprocate. So she's thinking that by mauling him on the beach, she was killing two birds with one stone.” 
 
    I look away out the window. I have zero interest in Derek. Zero. But I don't like being used as some sort of pawn in whatever game Shanna thought she was playing. 
 
    And I didn't think I had any interest in Trevor. I'd been furious with him for carrying me to the beach and acting like I belonged to him.  
 
    But seeing Shanna on top of him upset me. 
 
    And thinking about it again in the car is nearly enough to turn my stomach again. 
 
    “I don't want the drama,” I say to Bridget. “I'm over it.” 
 
    “You may not want it, but I think it's coming for you.” She starts to say something else, then stops. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    She stops at a stop sign, checks the traffic, then starts moving again. “I saw your face.” 
 
    “You saw my face?” 
 
    “When you saw them,” she says. “Shanna and Trevor.” 
 
    “Did I look like I was going to puke?” 
 
    Bridget thinks for a moment, then shakes her head. “No. You looked...super pissed. Like, you didn't like what you were seeing.” 
 
    I don't say anything. 
 
    “Look, I get it,” she says. “He's clearly into you. Or was or whatever. And I don't know what happened when he took you down to the beach--” 
 
    “Nothing happened when he took me down to the beach.” 
 
    “I know,” she says. “I know. And don't bite my head off. I'm on your side, Presley.” 
 
    I slump in my seat. “I know you are. Sorry. And thank you.” 
 
    “All I'm pointing out is that you didn't react like you didn't care,” she says. “It seems like you cared. A lot. And I don't think I'm the only one that saw that.” 
 
    I'm sure that she wasn't. And I hate that I'd reacted that way. 
 
    “You warned me,” I say. 
 
    She turns into the school parking lot. “I warned you?” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah. You warned me.” 
 
    She finds her parking spot for the car and shuts off the engine. “Warned you about what?” 
 
    “About him,” I say. “About Trevor.” 
 
    She jingles the keys in the palm of her hand. “Oh. Well, yeah.” 
 
    I gather up my bag and set it on my lap. “You said he'd turn my life into a shit show. And I think the show has already started.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    I'm at my locker, throwing books into it, when I feel someone looming behind me. I hesitate for a moment before I turn around. 
 
    And I'm surprised by who I see. 
 
    “Hi,” Derek says. 
 
    He looks tired. There are dark circles under his eyes and his shoulders don't seem as broad as they did the day before. He's got a book and iPad in one hand. He's wearing shorts and a gray T-shirt. His hair is sort of a mess, but almost in a worked over kind of way. 
 
    “Nothing to say to you,” I say, then turn back around to my locker. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says, his voice quiet. “Yeah. Hey, look, I just wanted to say sorry, alright?” 
 
    I don't say anything, staring into my locker. 
 
    “I just wanted to say sorry for acting like a jerk last night,” he says. “I was drunk and being an asshole. Not making any excuses. I don't even remember what I said, but I'm sure I was a prick. So I just wanted to say sorry.” 
 
    Those aren't the words I'm expecting to hear and they take me by surprise. I rearrange the books in my locker, close the door, and turn back around to him. “Okay.” 
 
    He runs a hand through his hair, glancing at me, then the ground. “I just...I don't know. I was just being an asshole and it wasn't cool and I'm sorry if I did anything to you. Won't happen again.” 
 
    “Maybe you should tell Shanna that, too,” I say. 
 
    “Fuck her,” he snarls, anger flashing across his face. “I'm not telling her shit.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say. “Sorry.” 
 
    The anger disappears again. “Sorry. Didn't mean that for you. But...I'm just not talking to her right now.” 
 
    I think back to the night before. “I get it.” 
 
    “But I didn't say shit about us doing anything,” he says, looking at me. “I know she was telling people we did, but that wasn't from me. None of that came from me. Just so you know.” 
 
    I looked at him and I realize that I believe him. “Okay. So why did she do it then?” 
 
    “Because she's a bitch,” he says. “I don't know. You'd have to ask her.” 
 
    “I plan to,” I say. 
 
    A small smile creeps onto his face. “For real?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Well, good luck,” he says. He pauses. “But I just wanted to say sorry if I made you uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say and I wonder if I've gotten him all wrong. 
 
    I start to say something to that effect when I catch a glimpse of someone at the end of the hall. 
 
    Trevor. 
 
    He's in shorts and a black long sleeved T-shirt. He's carrying coffee and flanked by Brett and Jake, like always. The three of them are laughing about something, but Trevor's laugh dies off when he sees Derek and me. 
 
    I feel the butterflies and the anger and everything else he stirred up in me at the beach the day before school, during school yesterday, and then at the party. I hate that anyone had a hold on me like that. I don't want it and I don't need it. 
 
    Before I can stop myself, I reach up for Derek, slide my hand behind his neck, and pull him toward me. I kiss him hard and while he's surprised, he doesn't resist. I let him go and he's looking at me, like he's trying to figure me out. 
 
    “Uh,” he says. “Okay. Wasn't expecting that.” 
 
    I look past him down the hall.  
 
    Trevor is standing there, looking like he's capable of committing murder. 
 
    Mission accomplished. 
 
    “Me, either,” I say and walk away before I can do anything else stupid. 
 
   


  
 

 FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    “The hell were you thinking, Presley?” Bridget asks. 
 
    It's lunchtime and we are back at The Hut, our food in front of us, and word of my stunt with Derek has apparently made it's way around the school. She and Maddie and Gina are all staring at me, waiting for an answer. 
 
    “I wasn't,” I finally say. “I was being an idiot.” 
 
    “Was he a good kisser?” Maddie asks, grabbing at a fry. “Derek really has great lips.” 
 
    The four of us laugh and it breaks the tension. 
 
    “I don't know,” I say, more to Bridget than Maddie. “He apologized for last night. Then I saw Trevor in the hallway and all I could think about was Shanna on him and I...don't know. I just wanted to piss him off. I don't know if I did or not. It was stupid.” 
 
    “Oh, it pissed him off,” Gina says, unwrapping her burger. “It definitely pissed him off.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I ask. 
 
    “Because he's in first period with me,” she says. “Some kid was in his seat and when he didn't get up fast enough, Trevor dumped his coffee on him then told him he'd rip his face off later.” She took a bite of the burger and swallowed. “Even for him, that was a bit much first thing in the morning. So he was definitely pissed.” 
 
    I look down at my food and suddenly don't feel like eating.  
 
    “I heard he got tossed from second,” Maddie says, shoving the straw into her shake. “Something about telling a teacher to go fuck themselves.” 
 
    “Shit,” I say.  
 
    “You didn't do that,” Bridget says. “He did.” 
 
    But she's wrong. I was the one who pissed him off and he took it out on other people. I'd done it to make him mad and it worked. 
 
    But it didn't make me feel any better. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Gina whispers, her eyes moving past me. “Looks like someone else heard, too. Hags, incoming.” 
 
    Before I can turn around, I can smell the perfume and hairspray. Shanna materializes at the edge of the table, Lisa and Jessica behind her.  
 
    “This is a no bitch zone,” Maddie says. “Keep moving.” 
 
    Shanna doesn't even acknowledge her, instead staring at me. “What the fuck is your problem?” 
 
    “You interrupting my lunch,” I say. 
 
    “I've already warned you,” she says. “Stay away from Derek.” 
 
    “Didn't look like you were too worried about Derek last night,” Bridget says. 
 
    “Assume your knees are all scraped up today,” Gina adds. “Sand can hurt.” 
 
    “Fuck you both,” she says through her teeth, then looks at me again. “I'm warning you. Stay away from him.” 
 
    “He came to me,” I say. “And I know you told everyone I jerked him off in the bathroom last night. I didn't, but now I wish I had.” I reach for a fry. “Maybe I will anyway.” 
 
    Gina chuckles, but everyone else is silent. Shanna looks like she's ready to explode. 
 
    “You don't want to mess with me,” she hisses. 
 
    I make a show of eating the french fry. “You're right. I don't. So go away.” 
 
    She leans closer to my ear and it takes every bit of strength I have to not lean away. 
 
    “I'll make your life miserable,” she whispers. “More than it already is. Back the fuck off.” 
 
    There is something wicked, something nasty in her words and it scares me. I hate myself for letting her scare me, but it's done. I regret kissing Derek and seeing her on Trevor and coming to this school and not fighting my father harder to avoid moving. Everything that felt right about the first day now feels wrong. 
 
    We are momentarily interrupted by the roar of Trevor's truck pulling into the lot. He takes up two spots and the music is spilling from the windows. He climbs out with Brett and Jake and they saunter into the restaurant. 
 
    “And I may just fuck him for fun,” Shanna whispers. 
 
    My stomach knots at the thought of her doing more than making out with him. 
 
    “Don't fuck with me, bitch,” she says. 
 
    She grabs my drink and pours it into my lap, the ice and soda spilling all over me.  
 
    Jessica and Lisa giggle behind her. 
 
    She sets the cup down. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of here,” Bridget says. 
 
    “Gladly,” Shanna says. “Later, bitches.” 
 
    She and her friends leave the table. 
 
    I shift my legs and the ice slides off of me and hits the ground. Gina is yanking napkins out of the holder and passing them to me, so I can dry myself off. I can feel the eyes of everyone in the restaurant on me and I want to disappear. 
 
    “We can go,” Bridget says. 
 
    The others nod. 
 
    “No,” I say. “It's fine. I'm fine.” I use the napkins to mop up my shorts, my shirt, and my lap. “We don't have to leave.” 
 
    “I'm sorry, Presley,” Maddie says. “We should've done something.” 
 
    “Nothing to do,” I tell her. “It's not your fault.” 
 
    And that's true. There's nothing to do and what happened wasn't their fault. It had been my doing and Shanna got me back. I just have to swallow it and take it. 
 
    I hold up my empty cup. “I'm gonna get more to drink. Anyone else need anything?” 
 
    They all shake their heads, but don't say a word. 
 
    I stand up and stare at the drink machine because I know if I look anywhere else, I'll see people looking at me. I march over to the machine like it's the only thing I care about, holding back the tears I can feel forming in my eyes. I jam the cup against the ice trigger, letting the cubes all into the cup. I fill it halfway full with soda. I take a drink and turn around. 
 
    Trevor is over by the door, leaning down, as Shanna whispers into his ear. Her hand is on his chest. His eyes are searching the dining area until they settle on me. 
 
    Then that corner of his mouth turns upward. 
 
    Her hand slides down his chest and stops right at his waist and she finally steps away from him, looking back over her shoulder as she does. Her eyes find me and her smile is much bigger than his. 
 
    And I can't imagine any place on the planet I'd less rather be. 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    I'm standing by Bridget's car after school when I hear his truck. 
 
    I made it back to campus and through the rest of my classes without speaking a word to anyone. Bridget lets me borrow a sweatshirt that she has in her car and I yank it on over my now soda-stained shirt. I keep my head and eyes down in the hallway, knowing that people are looking at me, whispering about me. All I want to do is go home and hide. 
 
    But then I hear his truck. 
 
    It rumbles across the parking lot and he stops it so that I'm between the back of Bridget's car and the driver's side of his truck. He's leaning out of the window, staring down at me, and I'm doing all I can to not look at him. 
 
    He opens his door and jumps down. “Come on. I'll give you a ride.” 
 
    “No thanks.” 
 
    “Come on. She's not coming anyway.” 
 
    “Fuck you and your ride, okay?” 
 
    He smiles. “Fuck me in my ride? Sure.” 
 
    I look away and shake my head. 
 
    The engine rumbles quietly next to us. 
 
    “She's not coming,” he says. “She had to stay after class.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because we're in the same class. I'll give you a ride.” 
 
    “I'd rather walk.” 
 
    “Then I'll follow you.” 
 
    “What the hell do you want from me?” I ask. 
 
    He smiles again. “Loaded question, New Girl.” 
 
    “Maybe Shanna needs a ride,” I say. “Go bother her.” 
 
    “Been there, done her,” he says, still smiling. “Not interested.” 
 
    “Didn't look that way last night.” 
 
    “That was last night,” he says. “Long time ago.” 
 
    “She almost put her hand in your pants at lunch.” 
 
    He cocks his head to the side. “Sounds like you're jealous, New Girl.” 
 
    I ignore him, pull out my phone, and text Bridget. 
 
    “She's not coming,” he says. “I already told you.” 
 
    I look at him. “Die in a fire, asshole.” 
 
    He laughs, but stays right in front of me. 
 
    My phone vibrates and I look at the screen. 
 
      
 
    Sorry! I've got to stay late for this project in history. It's going to be an hour. You can wait if you want? 
 
      
 
    Shit. 
 
      
 
    I text her back. 
 
      
 
    No worries. I'll get home. See you tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    I tug on my backpack strap. 
 
    He smiles again. “I told you she wasn't coming. Let me give you a ride.” 
 
    I know I need to be home to meet my dad for his stupid dinner, but the last thing I want to do is get in the truck with Trevor for a million reasons. “I'll walk.” 
 
    “Come on,” he says. “You'll like the truck.” He holds up his hands. “And I promise. Hands off the whole way.” He grins. “Unless you say otherwise.” 
 
    I start to tell him no again, but then I see Shanna walking to the parking lot with Jessica. They both slow when they see us.  
 
    I look at Trevor. “If you touch me, I will break your fucking fingers.” 
 
    “You say that now.” He steps over to the truck, reaches in behind his seat, and pulls out a folding step stool. He sets it on the ground. “I'd boost you up myself, but you said no hands.” He nods at the car. “Come on.” 
 
    I hesitate for a second, then use the stool to climb into the cab. 
 
    “Looking good,” he says. 
 
    “Fuck off.” 
 
    He laughs, picks up the stool, slides it behind his seat, and swings himself into the cab behind the wheel.  
 
    I turn and look back through the window. 
 
    Shanna and Jessica are both standing there, glaring at me. 
 
    I smile and show them my middle finger. 
 
   


  
 

 SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Seventy three seventy one Emerald,” Trevor says. “Right?” 
 
    “How do you know my address?” 
 
    He laughs. “I know everything, New Girl. Nothing gets by me.” 
 
    The cab smells like wax and sandalwood. I expect it to be trashed, but it's immaculate. The seats and dash look brand new. The floors look like they've just been vacuumed. The stereo is turned down to a low hum from the speakers on the doors. 
 
    “I don't appreciate being stalked,” I say. “And jesus christ. It's like we're riding on top of a fire truck up here we're so high up.” 
 
    “I'm not stalking you,” he says, one hand on the wheel, one arm hanging out his open window. “I just know shit.” 
 
    “You know shit,” I say. “Sure.” 
 
    “Why so hostile?” 
 
    “Maybe because every time I've talked to you you've ended up being a prick to me?” 
 
    He laughs. “That's harsh.” 
 
    “But true.” 
 
    He glances at me with those ice blue eyes and I have to look away so I don't melt. 
 
    “Just trying to get to know you,” he says.  
 
    “So you talk shit to me on the beach? Kidnap me and carry me to the ocean? Make out with the school's biggest bitch so I'll see you?” I shake my head. “Your social skills really suck.” 
 
    He laughs again. “Maybe I'm one of those guys that is mean to girls he likes.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Such a mouth on you, New Girl,” he says.  
 
    “Also, calling me New Girl isn't winning you any points, either.” 
 
    “What will win me points?” he asks. “Presley.” 
 
    The way he says it, it's like he's purring and it sends a jolt through my whole body. 
 
    “Let's start with not acting like an asshole,” I tell him. 
 
    “Maybe that's just who I am.” 
 
    “Then maybe this'll be the last time we talk.” 
 
    “You wanna go down to the beach?” he asks. “Work it out?” He smiles and glances at me. “I've got time.” 
 
    “I don't,” I say. “I need to get home.” 
 
    He nods slowly. “Alright. You didn't answer my question last night. Where'd you learn to surf?” 
 
    “I did answer that.” 
 
    “The ocean. Right. I mean you didn't answer my question in a non-bitch way.” 
 
    I look down at the road below us. “We used to vacation in Florida when I was little. My dad taught me.” 
 
    “Is that where you moved from?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I don't feel like I owe him any great explanation because I know the more I tell him, the more I'll feel his pull.  
 
    “So why'd you move here?” he asks. 
 
    “My dad's job.” 
 
    “You didn't want to move?” 
 
    I shrug. “I don't know. Not really.” 
 
    “Might be easier if you were, like, friendly.” 
 
    “I am friendly. Unless you're an asshole.” 
 
    He laughs, shakes his head, and keeps driving. “You've got it all wrong, Presley.” 
 
    “I don't think I do. Anyone that would dry hump Shanna Becker in public, I think I've got a good handle on them.” 
 
    His smile flickers. “And I think I've got a good handle on anyone that would kiss Derek Morgan to make someone else jealous.” 
 
    The heat rises in my cheeks. “Maybe I didn't.” 
 
    The smile is totally gone now. “Then that would be a serious fucking mistake.” 
 
    “Not a fan of his?” I ask, enjoying the fact that I've put him on the defensive for a change. “Maybe I'll do it again, just to see your response.” 
 
    He responds by stepping on the gas pedal. The truck lurches forward and the engine groans beneath the hood. He keeps one hand on the wheel and one arm out the window as the truck picks up speed. I can see the light in front of us change from green to yellow. 
 
    “Slow down,” I say. 
 
    He looks at me with no expression and flattens the pedal to the floor. The truck surges forward toward the intersection. 
 
    I grab onto the door. “Slow down!” 
 
    He turns back to the road, but doesn't pull his foot back as we careen toward the four way intersection. The light flashes to red before we get there. 
 
    “Stop!” I scream. 
 
    But the truck barrels through the intersection at nearly double the speed limit. A car to our right jams on it's brakes, stopping just short of hitting us on the side, screeching to a halt. Horns blare behind us as we pass through. 
 
    He finally eases off the pedal and the truck slows.  
 
    “What the fuck were you doing?” I ask. 
 
    “You don't like the way I drive, you can get out,” he says. 
 
    “You wanted to give me a ride,” I say. 
 
    He slams the brakes and swerves to the curb and I have to brace myself against the dash so I don't fly out the window. The giant tires screech to a stop and the smell of burning rubber fills the air. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” I ask. 
 
    “Get the fuck out,” he says. 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    “And if you go near him again, you'll regret it,” he says. 
 
    I shove the door open. “Oh, okay. Dad.” 
 
    “I'm serious,” he says. “Don't.” 
 
    “Who the fuck do you think you are?” I yell at him. “You just show up in my life and start telling me what to do? Go to hell, asshole.” 
 
    “Save me a seat,” he says. “And get out of my truck.” 
 
    I drop to the ground, my backpack falling off my shoulder as I land and crashing to the pavement. I knew I shouldn't have been so dumb to take a ride from him. My decision making was really starting to suck. 
 
    “And I won't say it again,” he says, leaning across the seat. “Don't go near him again.” 
 
    “Fuck. You,” I say and slam the door to the giant truck. 
 
    It idles loudly next to me and the burnt rubber still lingers in the air. 
 
    Then he cranks the stereo inside, music pouring out of the windows at a deafening level. The tires start spinning hard against the asphalt, kicking up smoke and gravel and rock. The heat from the friction drifts toward me as I cough on the smoke. 
 
    Then the tires catch the road and he peels out back into the road, the tires screaming against the pavement, leaving me there, plugging my ears and trying to cough the smoke out of my lungs as he roars away. 
 
   


  
 

 SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    I get home, sweating and angry. I'm more angry with myself than with Trevor because I should've known that's how it was going to end. Having to walk home after he kicked me out of his truck is exactly what I could've predicted would happen, but I got in anyway. 
 
    I throw my backpack in my room and hop in the shower to rinse off the sweat and the residue I feel from having been in that truck. I wash my hair and go over my legs quickly with my razor. I'm out in five minutes, wrap a towel around me, and immediately go to work on my hair with a hair dryer. By the time I'm done, my dad is home and warning me that we need to leave in fifteen minutes. I rip through my closet and pull out a yellow sundress I haven't worn in forever. I put it on, smooth out the wrinkles in it with my hands, and have just enough time to do a quick pass with makeup before he's telling me we have to go. I find my sandals and meet him at the car. 
 
    “How was school?” he asks as we head toward dinner. 
 
    “Fine,” I say, slipping my feet into the sandals. 
 
    “Just fine?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Homework?” 
 
    “No. First week. We aren't doing anything.” 
 
    “I'm sure you're doing something.” 
 
    “Nothing that requires homework,” I tell him. “Where are we going to do dinner?” 
 
    “The beach and tennis club,” he informs me. “Frank insisted we meet there because he tells me I'll want to become a member after we see it.” 
 
    “You don't play tennis.” 
 
    “I guess I could learn?” 
 
    I laugh. “Sure.” 
 
    He smiles. “Or maybe not. I think it's more of a social thing and it is right on the beach. I'm sure it's outrageously expensive, too, so I'm not sure we'll be doing more there than visiting.” 
 
    “Maybe he'll pay you enough money so that we can join,” I say. 
 
    He chuckles. “We're a little ways off from that happening, Pres. But hopefully this won't be too painful for you.” He glances at me. “Thank you for coming.” 
 
    I lean back in my seat. I know this is when he most misses my mom and I'm sort of taking her place. He doesn't have a wife anymore to take to dinner to make conversation with clients and their wives. If I go, he's not alone. I'm sure this client did invite me along because he wanted to meet my dad's family, but I know that I'm filling multiple roles. 
 
    “You're welcome,” I say. “I think I'll be able to tolerate a dinner at the beach. It might be tough, but I'll do my best to get through it.” 
 
    He smiles at me and I know he appreciates that I'm not fighting him about going. “Thanks. How's the surfing coming along?” 
 
    I sigh. “I'm ready for the weekend so I can get out there again.” 
 
    “Are you getting good at it?” 
 
    “I'm not sure good is the right word, but I'm doing it.” 
 
    “I'll have to come watch.” 
 
    I can't think of much that sounds more mortifying than having my father come watch me surf, but I know he's trying to be nice and that he still feels guilty about moving us here. 
 
    “Sure,” I say, hoping I'll be able to hold him off if and when he actually does want to come watch me. 
 
    The beach and tennis club is just north of where I surfed, built on a crescent shaped piece of land against the sand. It's a low slung, salmon colored building next to what looks like a dozen tennis courts. The parking lot is full of expensive, shiny cars, and a kid in a tux shirt, a bow tie, and shorts comes running at us as we pull up to the gatehouse. He opens my father's door and another kid in the same outfit does that same to mine. My dad exchanges the keys for a ticket and the kid with the keys points us toward the doors of the restaurant. I can smell the ocean as we cross the parking lot. 
 
    A woman in a dress the same color as the building greets us in the dining room and acts like she and my father are old friends despite the fact that they've never met. She leads us across the room filled  with people laughing and chatting across expensive linen table cloths and large plates of food. There's a large man sitting at a table for four near the floor to ceiling windows on the far side that showcase the sand and ocean on the other side, like I could reach out and touch them both. He sees us coming and immediately stands, holding up a hand in greeting. 
 
    “Stephen,” he says to my father, holding out his hand. “You made it.” 
 
    “Of course,” my dad says, shaking his hand. “Frank, I'd like you to meet my daughter Presley.” 
 
    Frank smiles at me and extends his hand. “A pleasure, Presley.” 
 
    My hand feels tiny in his. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “My kid is running late as usual,” he says. “But we'll try not to bore you until then.” 
 
    “I'll be fine, but thanks,” I say. 
 
    He encourages us to sit and the view is incredible. The restaurant is built right on the sand and we can't be more than fifty yards from the edge of the water. I can see the waves rise and fall and wish I was out on them. 
 
    “Presley, how are you enjoying school so far?” Frank asks as the server arrives and fills my water. 
 
    “It's been good,” I tell him.  
 
    “I hope it hasn't been too hard having to switch for your senior year,” he says. 
 
    I shake my head. “No, it's been okay.” 
 
    He smiles at me. “Your father told me you were a trooper and that I really should be thanking you for the two of you moving her and not him.” 
 
    “I don't know about that.” 
 
    “Well, I'll say thank you anyway,” he says. “Your father is going to help me do some great things and hopefully we'll make him a whole lot of money.” 
 
    I just smile because I'm not sure what to say to that. 
 
    They settle into some chatter about business and I watch the ocean on the other side of the windows. The server brings us heavy, leather bound menus, and everything on it sounds delicious. I'm trying to decide what I want to eat when Frank clears his throat. 
 
    “Well, it's about time,” he says. “If there's one thing that's reliable about him, it's that he is reliably late.” He holds up a hand. “Over here, bud.” 
 
    Both he and my father stand and I follow suit. 
 
    “Stephen, I'd like you to meet my son,” Frank says. “Trevor, this Stephen Baxter. Stephen, Trevor.” 
 
    I hear the name and ice forms in my gut. I turn around slowly. 
 
    Trevor looks nothing like, well, Trevor. He's wearing sharply pressed khakis, a white linen dress shirt, and a navy sport coat. His gorgeous blond hair is damp and combed back away from his face. His face is clean-shaven and his tan skin looks even darker. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Mr. Baxter,” he says, shaking hands with my father and smiling at him. 
 
    “And this is his lovely daughter, Presley,” Frank Robinson says. “Presley, this is my son, Trevor.” 
 
    Trevor freezes for maybe half a second. It's small enough that if I hadn't already been watching him, I might've missed it. He's looking at me and a brief flash of anger flits through his expression, then passes just as quickly as it arrived. 
 
    “Presley,” he says. “Yeah, I think I've seen you at school.” He holds out his hand. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    I hesitate, then shake his hand. It's warm and soft and I realize it's the first time I'm aware of what his skin feels like. “Hi. Nice to meet you, too.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth flares upward for a moment into something resembling a smirk, but it passes quickly. He holds onto my hand for a moment longer than normal so I have to make the effort of pulling it away. The corner flares again and he waits for me to sit before taking the seat to my right.  
 
    I stare out the window, shaking my head. 
 
    How in the world am I having dinner with Trevor Robinson? 
 
    “I thought it might be nice for you to meet Trevor, Presley,” Frank says. “My parents moved in the middle of high school from the east coast to the west coast and I remember how hard it was leaving friends and having to make new ones.” He pats his son on the back. “Trevor's been fortunate enough to live here his whole life, so I figure he's the perfect person to help you meet people at Sunset Beach. Right, Trev?” 
 
    Trevor leans back in his chair, grinning at me. “Oh, yeah. Absolutely.” 
 
    Frank pats him on the back again. “Good man.” 
 
    The way he says it, the way he dotes on his son, I can already tell he has no idea what his son is really like. And I wonder how he can be so clueless. 
 
    The server comes and I'm not really hungry anymore, but I order a shrimp salad so no one will ask what's wrong. My father and Frank are engaged in business talk and Trevor is just smiling and shaking his head, smiling and shaking his head. 
 
    “So, Presley,” he finally says. “Are you enjoying the school so far?” 
 
    I throw a fake smile back at him. “Mostly.” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “Mostly?” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah. Most everyone has been super cool. But, like with any school, there are a few jerks in the bunch.” 
 
    Trevor laughs. “Oh, I'm sure there are. I saw you with Derek Morgan yesterday, I think?” He shakes his head. “I'd stay away from him. He's nothing but trouble.” 
 
    “Thanks for the warning,” I say.  
 
    “Presley,” Frank says. “Your father tells me you're a surfer?” 
 
    I look at my dad, who just smiles, oblivious to how uncomfortable I am. I look back to Frank. “I don't know that I'd say I'm a surfer. I think it might be more accurate to say I like trying to surf.” 
 
    All three of them laugh, but I hear something in Trevor's that makes me want to kick him in the balls under the table. 
 
    “Trevor has been surfing since he was in preschool,” Frank says. “I'm sure he'd be happy take you out and tutor you a little bit.” 
 
    “Oh, I don't think--” 
 
    “Yeah, for sure,” Trevor says, interrupting me. “I'd love to.” His smile widens. “We'd have a blast.” 
 
    He is enjoying himself far too much and I hate that it feels like he has some invisible upper hand. 
 
    “Trevor, where are you looking at for college?” my dad asks. 
 
    “I'd like to stay out here,” Trevor answers. “Near the beach. Probably UCLA or UC Santa Barbara.” 
 
    “And what would you like to study?” 
 
    Frank pats him once again on the back. “He's gonna be all finance like his father. Who else will run the company if he doesn't? We've got it all planned out.” 
 
    For the first time since he arrived, Trevor looks unsure of himself. 
 
    And I seize the opportunity. 
 
    “Really?” I say. “Are you excited about that? Running your dad's company?” 
 
    Trevor looks at me like he wants to take a hammer to my head, but says “Yes. It's what we've always planned.” 
 
    I smile at him, glad I can make him as uncomfortable as he's made me. 
 
    Our food arrives and while my father and Frank make easy talk about work, Trevor and I stay quiet. The food is unbelievably good and my appetite returns as I consume the entire salad. I keep my eyes mostly off Trevor as he eats a steak and baked potato without so much as glancing in my direction. 
 
    When we're done, the server clears the table and asks about dessert. We all pass, but Frank asks for coffee, then looks at his son. “Trevor, how about if you take Presley out on the beach while Stephen and I go over a few work-related things?” Frank smiles at me. “Don't want to bore either of you anymore than we already have.” 
 
    “Oh, that's okay, I don't--” I say. 
 
    “Sure,” Trevor says, again cutting me off. He stands up and looks at me. “Be happy to take a walk with Presley.” 
 
    My father pats my forearm. “Enjoy yourself out there.” 
 
    If he only knew. 
 
    I push myself out of my chair and Trevor smiles at me, gesturing for me to lead the way.  
 
    Such a gentleman. 
 
    “Your ass looks amazing from back here,” he whispers when we're far enough away from the table. 
 
    “And my view kicks ass because you aren't in it,” I say over my shoulder. “The only thing ruining that view of the ocean at dinner was your face.” 
 
    He chuckles and it pisses me off that he laughs at nearly everything I say.  
 
    We walk outside and he quickly brushes past me, turning left before the parking lot, then left again at the edge of the building. He gets to the retaining wall separating the club from the sand and kicks off the leather loafers on his feet. He sets them on the wall and vaults himself over it. I kick myself for thinking he looks like a Ralph Lauren model with his hair and his clothes.  
 
    He holds out a hand. “I'll help you over.” 
 
    I ignore him, take off my sandals, and set them on the wall next to his. I leap over the wall the same way he did, and land softly in the sand. I walk past him toward the ocean. 
 
    The sand goes from powdery soft to hard-packed and I dip my toes into it. It's cold and foamy and there is nothing else that relaxes me in the same way. I'm not sure how I've lived so long not being near the ocean and I know in my heart I'll never leave. 
 
    “I guess we'll be seeing lots of each other,” Trevor says, coming up alongside me. 
 
    “Not if I can help it.” 
 
    “You can't,” he says. “If our fathers are doing business, there are plenty more nights like this in your future.” 
 
    “I'm really good at faking sick.” 
 
    He laughs. “Good luck with that. This stuff never ends, though. You're in it for life now. You fake sick every time, your dad will think you have a terminal illness.” 
 
    “Think I'd prefer terminal illness to spending more time with you,” I tell him. 
 
    “So hostile, New Girl. So hostile.” 
 
    I whirl around. “My fucking name is Presley. Are you too stupid to remember that?” 
 
    He freezes right where he's at, surprised that I turned around. 
 
    “It's not hard to remember,” I say, furious. “Unless you're a fucking imbecile. Are you?” 
 
    He stares at me for a moment, then looks down the shoreline. “Nope.” 
 
    “Then get it fucking right.”  
 
    I turn away from him and keep walking, my feet splashing in the shallow water. It feels good to yell at him, to stand up for myself against his bullshit. I don't care how good looking he is, I'm tired of him making fun of me, trying to make me feel small. I've had enough of that already in my life and I don't need or want anymore. 
 
    But I immediately feel a twinge of guilt. Maybe he's just trying to flirt with me. Maybe he's just trying to be funny and it's coming off as awkward and shitty. It doesn't excuse what he's done to me, but maybe the sarcasm and the arrogance is a front for something else and I'm overreacting to it. Maybe there's a happy medium somewhere. 
 
    I remember what Bridget said, that he's trouble, that he'll turn my life into a shit show, and certainly, there's been some of that. 
 
    But I also wonder how well she really knows him and how much of what she told me was based on what she'd seen and heard from others, rather had firsthand knowledge of. 
 
    Maybe I need to chill out and see what's really going on. 
 
    I stop and turn around. “Hey, look, I...”  
 
    But he's not there. 
 
    I look up the beach and I see him hopping the wall, grabbing his shoes, and disappearing around the side of the restaurant. 
 
   


  
 

 EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    It's Friday and I've made it to the end of the week. 
 
    I'd taken my time getting back up the beach after dinner with the Robinsons and when I got to the restaurant, my dad and Mr. Robinson were out front saying their goodbyes. Mr. Robinson apologized for Trevor's not feeling well and having to leave early – how original – and I told him it was no problem. I'd told my dad that everything had gone fine and he seemed relieved. 
 
    Classes flew by and I managed to avoid Trevor, Shanna, and Derek. It was actually nice to have lunch with the girls and not have it interrupted by the drama of the previous two days and that's when they told me about the bonfire at the Shores that night. 
 
    “Every year, same place, first Friday of the year,” Gina explains. “You think the party at the Hump was big?” She shakes her head. “Nothing compared to the Friday night blowout. And wear your swimsuit.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    All three smile at me. 
 
    “You'll see,” Gina says. 
 
    Which is why I'm pulling shorts and a T-shirt on over my bikini on a Friday night. I tie my hair back, make sure my phone is charged, and walk outside just as Maddie pulls up in a white as snow BMW X5. I hear the music thumping behind the tinted windows and she lays on the horn as I cross the driveway. She and Bridget laugh from the front seats and I give her the finger. 
 
    “Just wanted to make sure you're awake,” Maddie says when I slide in. 
 
    “I think I peed my pants.” 
 
    “She does it to everyone,” Gina says. “She's a bitch.” 
 
    “That's my name and don't wear it out,” Maddie says, backing out of the driveway. “Let's get this show on the road.” 
 
    Maddie is, without question, the worst driver I've ever been in a car with. She drives at least ten miles an hour over the speed limit, treats stop signs as suggestions rather than rules, and apparently thinks yellow lights are the signal to floor it. The ride to the beach has me white-knuckled, but secretly thrilled to be sharing an insane roller coaster ride with my new friends. I feel like I've found my so-called tribe, like I belong, and screaming with them as Maddie careens us toward the beach is some sort of shared bonding experience. 
 
    The beach she takes us to is south of where I surf and the beach and tennis club. The expanse of beach is wider and I can already see the bonfire roaring near the pier that extends out from the sand into the Pacific. The lot is mostly full already and they weren't exaggerating. The crowd on the beach is already bigger than what I'd seen at the Hump on the first night of school. The sand is filled with people from the pier well past the fire and it resembles a small city more than a party. 
 
    Maddie jerks the car to a halt in the parking lot and turns to us. “I'm just putting it out there. I'm hooking up tonight. So you all may be on your own getting home.” 
 
    “With who?” Bridget asks. 
 
    “I haven't decided yet,” Maddie says, grinning. “I'll let you know when I do.” 
 
    We laugh and get out of the car. The trunk of her X5 is filled with towels and alcohol. The towels are neatly folded into rectangles on the left and the alcohol is all neatly arranged in a produce box next to a short stack of red cups. 
 
    “Ladies, I've broken out the good stuff for tonight,” Maddie announces, sweeping her hand across the back of the car. “My parents threw a rager two weeks ago and we are benefitting from the leftovers. Or, you are, I should say.” 
 
    “You aren't drinking?” Gina asks. 
 
    She shakes her head. “Nope. Sober night for me. Driving and hooking up. Not in that order. So it's all yours. And you're welcome.” 
 
    “We'll see if it lasts,” Bridget says to me. “She's notorious for declaring it a dry night, then having to call an Uber after she changes her mind.” 
 
    “I like to have options,” Maddie says. She strips out of her clothes to reveal a bright red bikini that barely covers everything.  
 
    “You're already changing?” Gina says, disbelieving. 
 
    Maddie spreads her arms wide. “The goal, ladies, as I said, is hooking up.” She grins and starts backing up toward the beach. “Let's see who steps up to the plate.” 
 
    “She's insane,” Bridget says. 
 
    “Which is why we love her,” Gina says. “Come on. Let's get our first round so we can get down there and see what kind of havoc she wreaks on the poor, unsuspecting males down there.” 
 
    I choose rum rather than vodka this time, the hangover from the vodka still fresh in my mind. My drink ends up being less rum and more soda this time and the three of us head down to the sand with our cups. 
 
    There are multiple speakers blasting music and it's like being caught in the middle of two concerts. There's a quite a bit of laughing and yelling as we get closer to the mass of people. Half are still clothed and half are in swimsuits, despite the fact that it's dark out. The only lights, once again, are the huge bonfire and people's phones. I see a few bodies down by the shore, but nearly everyone is on the sand, standing, sitting, lying down, drinking. 
 
    “Do we need to worry about cops?” I ask Bridget as we trudge across the sand. 
 
    She shakes her head. “Not tonight. Still the first week so they're looking the other way. It really is tradition. As long as no one is doing anything really stupid, they'll leave us alone and let us do our thing tonight without any hassles. Most of them went to Sunset, so they remember. It's sort of an unwritten rule.” 
 
    I nod, relieved I don't have to have my head on a swivel, worried that they might be running down the beach toward us. 
 
    The rum tastes good and I relax as we ease into the party. I talk to a few people that I've met in class, but mostly stick with Gina and Bridget. At some point, a very tall, very good looking kid with dark hair hugs Gina from behind and they disappear into the crowd. 
 
    “That's Skip,” Bridget says into my ear. “On again, off again, hooking up again, whatever again.” 
 
    I laugh and nod. “Okay.” 
 
    “He's a good guy,” she tells me. “They just can't seem to get on the same page at the same time.” 
 
    I nod again.  
 
    “And red alert,” she says, her hand on my hip. “But your boy is incoming.” 
 
    My stomach ties itself into a knot, thinking she means Trevor. 
 
    But when I turn and see Derek coming toward me, I'm disappointed. 
 
    “Hey,” he says, holding up a red cup like mine. “Hey, Bridge.” 
 
    “Hey,” she says, staying neutral, waiting for my cue. 
 
    “Hey,” I say. I smile at Bridget. “It's cool.” 
 
    She stares at him for a moment, then looks at me. “You sure?” 
 
    I nod. “I'm sure.” 
 
    She gives him a long, hard stare. “I'll be around.” She squeezes my arm and fades into the crowd. 
 
    I turn back to Derek. “What's up?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Nothing. Just thought I'd come say hi.” 
 
    It's awkward. We haven't spoken since he apologized and I kissed him in the hallway. We both seem to know it and neither of us knows what to say. 
 
    “Why is everyone wearing bathing suits?” I ask to break the awkwardness. “Is there some sort of midnight swim or something?” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “They didn't tell you?” 
 
    I shake my head. “They just said I'd find out.” 
 
    He laughs. “Well, I don't want to ruin it then. I guess you'll find out when you find out.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Whatever.” 
 
    “Hey. Are you still pissed at me?” he asks. 
 
    I look at him. He doesn't seem anything like the drunk moron who tried to molest me outside the bathrooms two nights earlier. He's keeping his distance, making conversation. He's wearing a blue T-shirt and floral print board shorts.  
 
    I shake my head. “No, I guess not.” 
 
    “Because you kissed me and then I haven't seen you since,” he says. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “That...I shouldn't have done that. I'm sorry.” 
 
    “I'm not,” he says. “I'd do it again. We should do it again.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Not the right time for me.” 
 
    “When is the right time?” 
 
    I shrug. “I don't know. And I don't want to be caught in any drama.” 
 
    He frowns. “You mean drama with Shanna.” 
 
    “Yeah. Not down with that.” 
 
    “She and I are over,” he says. “For good. I don't know what you've heard, but we're done.” 
 
    He says it in a way that makes me believe him, but I'm still not sure I want to jump into that fire.  
 
    “Well, I hope that's what you wanted,” I say. “But I'm just looking to chill right now. Not looking for anything. Okay?” 
 
    He purses his lips, staring at me. Then he nods. “I hear you. If you change your mind, let me know.” He gives me kind of a half-wave and walks off. 
 
    I exhale. I wasn't sure how he was going to react to me blowing him off, but I'm relieved that he didn't make a big deal over it. It makes me like him a little bit more and makes me think that what happened at the bathroom that night was a fluke rather than who he really was.  
 
    I wander into the crowd and I spot Bridget by the fire, but she's talking to a guy I don't know. I don't want to be a third wheel so I keep moving. The rum in my stomach is keeping me warm, but I don't feel drunk. I move through the throng of people in the direction of the pier and the crowd starts to thin. I see a few people out on the water, their silhouettes riding the small waves that are still pushing onshore. I see one shadow paddle quickly in front of the wave, then pop to his feet. He moves the board effortlessly through the water, cutting hard at the bottom of the wave, then popping right back to the top. The nose of the board smashes through the water at the top, spraying the ocean upward, and the board floats back down to the water, the rider pumping it for a little bit more. 
 
    “Wow,” I say out loud because I can only dream of being that good.  
 
    I watch the surfer drop to his stomach and paddle in toward the shore. When his face comes into view, my stomach knots. 
 
    Because it's Trevor on the board. 
 
    He sees me standing at the edge of the water and slides off his board, keeping his hand on top of it as he walks it in. He runs a hand through his hair, sending water everywhere. He's wearing a short sleeved, red rash guard that hugs every muscle in his chest. His day glo green board shorts stand out in the dark. 
 
    He licks his lips, then stares hard at me. “You trying to pick up a few tips?” 
 
    “Can we not do this for a change?” I say.  
 
    “Do what, New Girl?” 
 
    I know he's doing it just to piss me off, but I let it go for the moment. “Just not attack each other the second we see each other?” 
 
    “I'm not attacking anyone,” he says shrugging. “Just asked if you were trying to learn something.” 
 
    “You're really good,” I say. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    I throw up my hands. “Never mind. Sorry I tried.” 
 
    “I saw you talking to him,” Trevor says. “I told you not to do that.” 
 
    “To who?” 
 
    “You know who.” 
 
    “Derek?” I shrug. “Yeah. I was talking to him. Sue me.” 
 
    “I told you not to.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I say. “Are you my father? Are you my boyfriend? No, I didn't think so.” I lean toward him, my nose inches away from his chest, looking up at him. “So about if you fuck right off?” 
 
    He grabs me by the arm and yanks me into him. I stumble in the water and crash into his body. He kisses me and he tastes like salt and wax and everything good. And dear god does he know how to kiss. 
 
    But I pull away from him and stumble backwards, my feet splashing through the water. 
 
    “How was that, New Girl?” he asks. “Was that as good as kissing your buddy Derek?” 
 
    It's like he knows how much better it was, but I won't give him the satisfaction of saying that. 
 
    “What the hell?” I sputter, unsure what to say. 
 
    Trevor laughs and unstraps the velcro from his ankle. Brett and Jake emerge from the water behind him. 
 
    “Well, well,” Brett says, grinning. “Long time no see.” 
 
    Jake looks me up and down. “Still looking good, though.” He winks at me. “You need to go for a ride? In the water, I mean.” 
 
    Brett laughs, but Trevor just watches me. 
 
    “Don't ever do that again,” I say to him. 
 
    “You don't mean that,” Trevor says. “And we both know it.” 
 
    I hate that he's right. I don't mean it. I want to kiss him again, right there in the ocean in front of his friends.  
 
    But I won't. 
 
    “And I'm not going to tell you again,” Trevor says, picking up his board and tucking it under his arm. “Stay away from that asshole.” 
 
    “Aw, jesus,” Brett says, rolling his eyes. “Still with that jockstrap Morgan? Really?” 
 
    “You seemed smarter,” Jake says. “Guess not.” 
 
    “You aren't going to tell me what to do,” I say to Trevor.  
 
    He steps closer to me, looking down at me. His eyes are glittering in the dark, drops of water beading on his face. I want to lick them off. 
 
    “Oh no?” he asks. 
 
    I hesitate for a fraction of a second. “No. Not ever.” 
 
    He smiles and those perfect lips part. “We'll see about that.” 
 
   


  
 

 NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    I walk quickly back up to the bonfire, in desperate need of both my friends and another drink. I see Maddie cozied up with a guy near the fire. Bridget is still talking to the guy I'd seen her with earlier. And Gina is nowhere to be found.  
 
    I fight through the crowd to the parking lot and get to Maddie's car. The trunk is unlocked and I grab another red cup and the bottle of rum. I splash some soda into the cup, then fill the rest of it with the rum. My hand is shaking as I down half of it. 
 
    “Drinking by yourself,” a voice says behind me. “How pathetic.” 
 
    I know it's Shanna so I don't bother turning around because this night is quickly turning into a nightmare and I think if I don't look at her, maybe I'll wake up and she'll disappear. 
 
    But she walks around the car, followed by Jessica and Lisa, looking me up and down like I need inspecting. “Your friends run off and leave you? Or did they realize you actually are a skank and don't want anything to do with you?” 
 
    I take another drink and look at her. “I was hoping they were holding you under water until you died, but I guess not.” 
 
    She laughs, but there's no joy behind it. “I was thinking about doing the same thing to you.” 
 
    I level my eyes with hers. “Try me.” 
 
    “I saw Derek talking to you earlier,” she says, ignoring the challenge. 
 
    “Good for you.” 
 
    “I thought we already talked about that.” 
 
    “You talked,” I say. “And I can't control who comes and talks to me.” 
 
    “Like you aren't baiting him,” Lisa says with a sneer. 
 
    “You don't even know what that means,” I say. “Maybe the three of you should run along and do some cartwheels in the sand or something.” 
 
    “Maybe you should shut your mouth,” Jessica snaps. 
 
    “Why don't you try and shut it for me?” I say. 
 
    She glares at me and I realize that as quick as they are with words, they have yet to really come at me when I open that door. They are the worst kind of cowards – big on words, but small on actions. 
 
    “I saw you with Trevor, too,” Shanna says. “Guess you're just making the rounds tonight.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I say, taking another sip from the drink. “Or maybe I'm just deciding which one to go home with.” 
 
    Her perfect little cheeks go pink in the dark and she takes a step toward me. “I told you not to fuck with me, you bitch.” 
 
    “I'm not fucking with you,” I say. “I was talking about fucking with them.” I smile. “Know the difference, okay?” 
 
    Her hands ball into tight little fists. “You have no idea what you're doing. I'm going to make it my mission to ruin your life.” 
 
    “I'm not sure you're capable of handling that...mission,” I say. “And you're boring me.” I push off of Maddie's car. “So get out of my way.” 
 
    “Why don't you move me?” Shanna says, crossing her arms across her chest. 
 
    Before I can think twice, I jerk my cup at her, spraying her face with what's left of my rum and soda. Her hands fly to her face and she takes a couple of steps backward, her eyes shut tight, the alcohol and soda dripping off of her face. 
 
    “Payback,” I say, dropping the cup at her feet. “Don't ever pour a drink on me again.” 
 
    “You are so dead,” Lisa whispers. “So dead.” 
 
    “Think I'll be okay,” I say. “Maybe dry your friend off. That rum probably stings in her eyes.” 
 
    Both she and Jessica turn their attention to their friend, who is squeezing her eyes shut so tightly that I'm certain I'm right about it stinging. 
 
    “Seriously,” I say. “You better clean her up or it's really going to start hurting.” 
 
    As they focus on their friend, I take the opportunity to walk away and leave them there to deal with their rum-covered friend. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY 
 
      
 
    I find Maddie and Bridget near the bonfire and I'm relieved that I don't have to wander alone. 
 
    Bridget hugs me. “I wondered where you went off to.” 
 
    “Don't ask,” I say. “I saw you talking to someone, so I didn't want to bother you.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “An ex that just wants to hook up. I played nice, but declined.” 
 
    I look at Maddie. “And you're still...alone?” 
 
    She holds up her cup with a wicked smile. “Still making decisions.” 
 
    I look around. “Where's Gina?” 
 
    Bridget smiles. “I saw her walking up with beach with a...sophomore.” 
 
    “She likes them young,” Maddie says, nodding approvingly. 
 
    “You were down in the water,” Bridget says. “With Trevor.” 
 
    I shrug. “Not for long.” 
 
    She studies me for a moment. “You alright?” 
 
    The heat from the fire is intense, but I don't move away. I nod. “Yeah, I'm fine.” 
 
    They both eye me curiously. 
 
    “Well, I did throw rum and Coke in Shanna's face, but other than that, I'm fine,” I tell them. 
 
    Their eyes grow huge. I laugh and shrug again. “Wasn't sure what else to do.” 
 
    Maddie laughs hysterically and Bridget just shakes her head. “Presley, you are something else.” 
 
    But I don't feel like something else. I feel like a girl who is on thin ice with nearly everyone around me. The cheerleaders are out to get me. The most dangerous boy in school is messing with me. And I don't really have any idea what I'm doing. I'm glad I've made a few friends, but I can't shake the feeling that I'm still alone in all of this. 
 
    I notice that the voices around us are getting louder. “What's going on?” 
 
    Bridget pulls her phone from her hip and looks at it. “It's about time.” 
 
    “About time for what?” 
 
    Maddie grins. “The dash.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The dash,” Bridget says, tucking her phone back into her shorts. She then takes off her shirt and shimmies out of her shorts. She's wearing a black bikini beneath her clothes. “Every year at midnight, the seniors line up and we sprint down the beach and into the ocean. They've been doing it for years.” 
 
    The bathing suits suddenly make sense. 
 
    “And then someone is supposed to do the pier,” Maddie says. “But no one has in, like, ten years.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask. “Do the pier?” 
 
    She points to the far end of the wooden structure jutting out into the water. “Someone is supposed to go to the end of the pier and jump off. Supposedly, that used to be the tradition. One idiot would go out there, jump off, and swim back in. But it stopped because a guy jumped and drowned. Every year, people say they're going to do it, then chicken out.” She shakes her head. “I don't blame them. No fucking way would I jump from there.” 
 
    I look at where the end of the pier meets the ocean. It's maybe thirty feet high and what looks to me like several football fields long. Even in the dark, I can see the water smashing into the end of the pier out in the distance. 
 
    “Jesus,” I say. “That's insane.” 
 
    Both of them nod. 
 
    “Hi!” Gina says, out of breath, and coming up next to us. “Are we ready?” 
 
    “Of course we are,” Maddie says. “The question is did you defrock that poor tenth grader?” 
 
    Gina frowns as she wiggles out of her clothes. “Eleventh. And no. Pretty sure he's not a virgin.” Her frown changes to a grin. “He doesn't kiss like one.” 
 
    We laugh and I pull off my clothes. We pile all of our things together and join the mass of people lining up on the sand. The sand is cold beneath my feet and I dig my toes into it. 
 
    Bridget grabs my hand and squeezes it. “It's going to be so fucking cold.” 
 
    I laugh. “Uh huh.” 
 
    “And I forgot towels,” she says. “Run back to the fire when you get out.” 
 
    I nod and then someone yells go and everyone takes off, racing toward the water. Bodies crash through the water, people shout, and it's like the beginning of a triathlon. I'm sprinting in and hopping the smaller waves at my knees before diving forward into the black water. The ocean is cold and my body is shocked and I laugh as I kick under the water and come to the surface. 
 
    People immediately begin screaming about the cold, hugging themselves, and reversing course back toward the shore. I linger, though, staying in the water up to my neck, comforted by the ocean swallowing me up. 
 
    Then I'm picked up by a pair of strong arms and lifted out of the water before I realize it's happening. I try to twist to see who has me but the arms are holding me firm. It's only when I swing my head around that I realize it's Trevor. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” I say. 
 
    He laughs. “Just going for a walk.” 
 
    “Put me down!” 
 
    “I will in a minute.” 
 
    I try to swing at him with a fist but he has my arms pinned to the side of my body. He's navigating his way through all of the bodies in the ocean, stepping powerfully toward the shore.  
 
    “Put me down!” I yell at him. 
 
    He just laughs and keeps walking. 
 
    I try to kick at him but he has his other arm locked around my legs. Both of his arms are like padlocks. 
 
    We reach the pier and he starts up the stairs. I'm shocked for a moment at how easily he carries me, like I weigh nothing. He's hopping up the stairs with another human in his arms and it's as if his arms are empty.  
 
    We reach the pier and he starts walking toward the end. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask. “Put me down!” 
 
    “Not me,” he says. “We.” 
 
    “What are we doing?” I yell at him.  
 
    “Making history.” 
 
    “What the hell are you even talking about?” 
 
    “You'll see,” he says, grinning. 
 
    I start screaming, but I realize it's useless. We're too far away from the beach now and the ocean is too loud down below. I turn and scream right in his face. 
 
    He laughs again. 
 
    He's walking fast and something cold and sharp begins to form in my stomach. “Wait. Are we going to the end of the pier?” 
 
    “You aren't completely dumb, New Girl.” 
 
    “Jesus christ no. Put me the fuck down. I'm not jumping,” I tell him. 
 
    “You aren't jumping,” he says. “We are.” 
 
    “I'm not jumping. You're insane.” 
 
    “We. We are jumping,” he says. “Don't worry. I won't let anything happen to you.” 
 
    My heart pounds in my chest. “Trevor, I'm not kidding. Put me down. I'm not doing this.” 
 
    “You're doing this, New Girl,” he says. “I've already decided.” 
 
    I start squirming with every muscle I have, but it's no use. His arms are around me like locks and he holds me in place until we reach the end of the pier.  
 
    He finally sets me down and I back away from him until I bump into the railing. 
 
    He points down below. “See? It's not that far. We'll be fine.” 
 
    I don't look, shaking my head. “No. I'm not doing it.” 
 
    He steps closer to me, water beaded on his chest and shoulders. He tilts his chin downward. “I won't let anything happen to you, Presley.” 
 
    He uses my name and it stops me cold for a moment. I glance to my right out toward the ocean and the beach. I peek over the railing at the water beneath us. All I see is a black blanket, bubbling up and down. 
 
    “I can't,” I say, still staring at the water. 
 
    I can feel his eyes on me. “I saw you in the water. You aren't afraid of the water.” 
 
    I don't say anything. 
 
    “It's the height, isn't it,” he says, but it's not a question. He knows. “You're afraid of the height.” 
 
    I look at him. “I can't do it.” 
 
    “You can,” he says. “I want you to do it with me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So we can say we did it,” he says. “So we can make a little history. So all of those assholes down there can wish they'd had the balls we have to actually do it.” He pauses. “I know you can do it.” 
 
    “Why me?” I ask. “Why are you picking me?” 
 
    He moves in closer and kisses me before I can pull away. “I told you, Presley. I already picked you on the first day.” 
 
    His eyes are locked on me and there's something about the way he says it that weakens me, that makes me believe him.  
 
    “I can't do it,” I say again. 
 
    He takes my hand. “Yes. You can. You can do it with me. I won't let anything happen to you.” 
 
    I turn again to the water and now I can see everyone gathered on the beach. Hundreds of people watching us. Someone has a light and it's pointed in our direction, not quite illuminating us in the dark, but they know we're up there. There's a murmur of excitement that drifts over the water toward us. 
 
    “When we jump, just keep your feet together,” he says. “So that they break the surface first. You don't even have to look down.” 
 
    “I can't,” I say. 
 
    “You can,” he says. “I'll hold your hand the whole way down. I won't let go.” 
 
    There's certainty in his voice, confidence that I don't have. 
 
    “Then just kick your way back up,” he says. “It'll be over and done before you even know we did it.” 
 
    I look down at the water, the terror of being up the high paralyzing me. 
 
    “Shanna isn't up here,” he says. “She's sure as shit not doing this. No one else is. Just you and me. Come on.” 
 
    He knows the right needle to poke me with. I'm scared, but I can't ignore the excitement of both doing it and doing it with Trevor. And I love the idea of doing something Shanna won't do.  
 
    I look at him. “Okay.” 
 
    He nods, like he's known the answer all along. “Okay. We're going to climb up on the railing, pause for two seconds, then go. I'll count out loud.” 
 
    My heart thumps inside of me and my stomach is filled with fireworks, but I nod. “Okay.” 
 
    “I'll climb up first,” he says. “Then I'll help you get up.” 
 
    I nod.  
 
    He hops up the railing like he's two feet off the ground instead of thirty. A roar goes up from the beach. He ignores them and reaches his hand down to me. “Come on.” 
 
    I hesitate, then put my hand in his. I set my free hand on top of the railing and step up onto the first rung, then the second, then he helps me up so that we are both standing on top of the railing. The wind is gusting and my knees are shaking. The people on the beach are cheering and there's a chant going, but I can't make it out because there's a buzzing in my ears. 
 
    “Jesus,” I whisper. 
 
    Trevor squeezes my hand. “Gonna count to two and then we go. Got it?” 
 
    I barely manage a nod. I feel like I'm standing on top of the world and that it's going to collapse at any moment. But I know I can't get down now. If I do, I'll never hear the end of it. The only way down now is to jump. 
 
    I take a deep breath and exhale. 
 
    “One. Two,” Trevor says. “Go!” 
 
    There is a fraction of a second where I wonder if this is one of those games we played as a kid, where we'd pretend to go at the same time, but then one would back out and laugh as the other person jumped into the pool. But as I jump, his hand stays in mine, and we are both floating through the darkness together, my stomach giving way as we leap out off the pier and plunge down toward the ocean. The wind whistles past my ears and I shut my eyes, squeezing them shut and gritting my teeth.  
 
    And then my feet smash into the water and everything goes quiet as I'm swallowed up by the ocean. I squeeze Trevor's hand making sure he's still there and then start kicking as hard as I can, reaching up with my free hand to stop our descent in the water. We slow and then start to rise and after what seems a moment too long, my hand breaks the surface and I'm breathing air again, gasping for it, as if I'm surprised that it's there. 
 
    Trevor is chuckling beside me as we bob in the water. “Told you. Nothing to it.” 
 
    My heart is still hammering but I start laughing and it's the laugh of a serial killer or a crazy person who has lost their mind. The adrenaline is coursing through my veins and every part of me is tingling, even in the chilly water.  
 
    Trevor nods toward the shore. “Come on. Let's get in. I'll stay behind you.” 
 
    We start swimming and I feel strong, like I could swim against the current if I needed to. But we're moving toward the shore and the swells are pushing us closer and closer to the sand. I catch one wave and ride it into the shallows, my knees grazing the sand beneath me. I stand up, my knees still wobbly from everything and I realize that the beach is still roaring at what we've just done. People are running toward me as I stagger forward and I'm surprised by the first person to reach me. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Derek says. “You fucking did it! No one ever does it!” He wraps his arms around me and swings me around. “That was fucking amazing!” 
 
    I'm shivering and laughing and my body feels like jelly. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Bridget says, bounding toward me. “Are you fucking kidding me?” 
 
    Derek sets me down and he's shaking his head. People are swarming around me. My feet hurt from the cold water. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Bridget asks, putting her hands on my shoulders. “Are you alright?” 
 
    I fold my arms around myself, but nod my head. Someone throws a towel around me, but I'm still shivering. 
 
    Maddie and Gina tag team me in a hug, squealing in my ear. I laugh and still feel my heart thumping hard against my chest.  
 
    “That was insane,” Derek says, shaking his head. “Just insane. I didn't think anyone would ever do it.” 
 
    My teeth are chattering and I start looking around, trying to spot Trevor. I scan the water, but there's no one beyond where we're standing. I don't see his face in the crowd around me. I'm up on my tiptoes, trying to look over the heads of everyone congratulating me. 
 
    I lean into Bridget's ear, pulling the towel tighter around me. “Do you see Trevor?” 
 
    She shakes her head and puts her mouth next to my ear. “He came up behind you and disappeared. No clue where he went.” 
 
    People are shouting in my ears and I'm trying to smile, but I'm still looking around, trying to find him. It takes me a few minutes to realize the truth. 
 
    Trevor is gone. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY ONE 
 
      
 
    It's Monday morning and I still haven't seen Trevor. 
 
    I don't remember what time I got home from the beach but it was late enough that my father asked me on Sunday afternoon when I finally got out of bed what time I got home. I told him it was around two, but I don't know if that's true or not. We stayed on the beach for awhile and I downed more rum to warm myself up and to sting the pain of having been left by Trevor after our jump. I recalled getting out of Maddie's car and collapsing into bed, still in my damp swimsuit, then passing out until the next afternoon. I spent most of Sunday on the couch, nursing the hangover and answering texts and Snaps congratulating me on my jump. 
 
    But I haven't heard from or seen Trevor. 
 
    I'm lingering at my locker after getting my ride from Bridget, taking my time, waiting to see if he shows up. I'm closing the door and pulling the backpack over my shoulder when I finally see him. 
 
    And he has his arm around a girl I've never seen before. 
 
    She has long black hair and boobs spilling out of a tank top the same color. The tank top rides up above the waist of her tiny red shorts and her arm is looped around Trevor's waist. She's wearing too much makeup, but I can't exactly call her ugly. 
 
    Brett and Jake are trailing behind them, the usual air of arrogance and violence swimming around them. Trevor sees me and the corner of his mouth flickers for just a moment. Then he turns the corner with the girl and he's gone. Brett follows him, but Jake hangs back and then heads in my direction. 
 
    “What's up?” he says, an amused smile on his face. “Like what you see?” 
 
    “No,” I say, then regret it. “I mean, I don't care.” 
 
    “No takebacks,” he says, grinning. “Didn't think you'd like it very much.” 
 
    “Who is she?” I ask. 
 
    Jake shrugs. “Just some girl he's banging now.” 
 
    I hate that the words sting me, but they do. 
 
    “What you did was shitty,” he says. 
 
    “What I did? What are you talking about?” 
 
    He makes a face like I'm insulting him. “You think he would've taken anyone up on that pier with him? He'd been planning to do that alone for, like, a year. Then he takes you up there and it's like you don't even give a shit.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I ask, completely bewildered. “I couldn't even find him afterward. I tried to find him but he was gone.” 
 
    “Sure you did,” Jake says. “Probably hard to find him when you were wrapped up with that big fucking jockstrap Morgan.” 
 
    I start to tell him I don't know what he's talking about, then catch myself. When I came out of the water, Derek had been the first one there. He'd hugged me.  
 
    “I wasn't wrapped up with him,” I say. 
 
    Jake rolls his eyes. “Right. I think we all saw you hug him when you got to the beach. Come on. At least come up with something better than that.” 
 
    “I didn't hug him,” I say, shaking my head. “He was...he was just there.” 
 
    “Save it,” he says, holding up a hand. “Just save it. You had your shot with Trev, but you blew it.” He pauses. “And you're gonna regret it. Opportunity of a lifetime and you just tossed it in the garbage can.” He shakes his head. “Not sure what he was even thinking.” He starts backing up. “For a douchebag like Morgan. Unbelievable.” He shakes his head, turns around, and disappears down the hallway. 
 
    The first bell rings and people pick up their pace, but I'm standing there, bewildered. I hadn't sought out Derek or even hugged him. He'd been waiting there for me, like a million other people. He'd hugged me, but so had Bridget and Maddie and Gina and other people I couldn't name. But Trevor had ditched me because Derek was there – like everyone else – to congratulate me for something that Trevor made me do? 
 
    I shook my head and started walking. 
 
    That was utter and complete bullshit. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY TWO 
 
      
 
    I feel Shanna's eyes on me for most of last period, but I stare straight ahead, not wanting to engage. I've pretty much refused to engage the whole day, begging off from lunch with the girls, telling them I didn't feel great, and hiding in the computer lab. People were looking at me again and a few even gave me a thumbs up or told me it was cool to see me jump, but for the most part, I've kept my head down and kept to myself. 
 
    So I wasn't looking for a fight with Shanna. 
 
    The bell rings and I get up right away, my backpack already together. I sling it over my shoulder and hit the door before anyone else in the class. 
 
    “Presley!” Shanna says behind me. “Hey! Wait up!” 
 
    I ignore her and keep walking as people start spilling out into the hallway. 
 
    “Hey!” she says, coming up next to me, slowing her jog to a walk. “Can you hold up for a second?” 
 
    “Not interested,” I say. “I'm so not interested in whatever you have to say.” 
 
    “I wanted to congratulate you,” she says. 
 
    “Sure,” I say. 
 
    She touches my arm and I stop, jerking my arm away. 
 
    She steps back. “Sorry. But I'm serious. I was coming to congratulate you.” 
 
    I watch her, wary. 
 
    “I couldn't believe you jumped,” she says. “Seriously. I would've passed out up there, so I don't know how you did it. I'm not sure what Trevor said to you that made you--” 
 
    “Nothing,” I say, cutting her off. “He didn't say anything to me.” 
 
    She eyes me for a moment, then nods. “Okay, cool. I just...look, I know I've been kind of a bitch to you, but I just wanted to tell you that I thought what you did was badass. Not trying to be your best friend, but it was pretty cool.” She shrugs. “So. That's it.” 
 
    I wait, thinking there's more. But she doesn't say anything else. 
 
    “You know that no one's done that in, like, a decade, right?” she says. “I have an older brother and the last person to do it was in his class.” She pauses. “And do you know what happened to him?” 
 
    “He drowned,” I say. 
 
    She nods. “Yeah. It was horrible. I mean, I don't remember it, but the way my brother talks about it, it sounds awful. So I can't believe anyone would do it again. Trevor, he's crazy, so I guess it's not a total shock that he did it.” She chews on her bottom lip for a moment. “But I never would've thought anyone else would've tried that.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, unsure what else to tell her.  
 
    “I saw Trevor with Holly today,” she says.  
 
    I shrug. 
 
    “I sort of thought you guys were together or something after you guys did that,” she says. “So I was surprised.” 
 
    I start walking again. “That makes two of us.” 
 
    “Oh,” she says, staying alongside me. “Shit. Sorry. I didn't mean anything by it.” 
 
    I'm not sure if she's telling the truth or not, but I'm not looking for another argument. “It's fine.” 
 
    “She's a junior,” she tells me. “Holly Nichols. Major bitch.” 
 
    “What a shock.” 
 
    “She tried out for cheerleading last year,” Shanna says. “She got cut and her parents freaked. I mean, she is gorgeous, so she does have that going for her. But she danced like an ape on crack.” 
 
    For the first time all day, I laugh. Really laugh. And I can't believe it's Shanna that's the person who broke me. 
 
    She laughs, too. “I'm serious. I think I have video somewhere. I'll have to show you sometime.” 
 
    I'm not sure I really need to see it, but I say “Cool.” 
 
    “I shouldn't have dumped that drink on you,” she says. “At The Hut.” 
 
    I glance at her. “I probably shouldn't have covered you in rum and Coke.” 
 
    “Are we calling a truce?” she asks. 
 
    “There's no war for me,” I tell her. “But sure.” 
 
    She nods and we keep walking. 
 
    “I'm sure he's just jerking her around,” she says. “Trevor. If he's mad at you.” 
 
    We push through the doors to the parking lot.  
 
    “Why would he do that?” I say. 
 
    “Because it's what he does,” she says. “He's kind of a spoiled brat. He's used to getting his way, no matter what it is he wants. If he's mad at you, then he's probably using her to piss you off. So you'll go to him and, like, apologize.” 
 
    “I didn't do anything wrong,” I tell her. “I don't have anything to apologize for.” 
 
    She digs around in her purse until she pulls out a set of keys and mirrored sunglasses. “I'm not saying you did. But if he's decided that you owe him an apology? Then that's the game he's gonna play. And toting around some skank like Holly is his first move to make it happen.” 
 
    “I'm not apologizing,” I tell her. “Ever. Because I didn't do anything.” 
 
    Shanna wiggles the sunglasses by the arm, studying me. “He's not used to that. Girls walking away from him. I don't ever remember it, even in middle school. Trevor gets what Trevor wants. Girls fall all over themselves to get with him. And even when he kicks them to the curb, they still try to get back in his good graces.” 
 
    “Not me,” I say, shaking my head. “That is not gonna happen with me.” 
 
    She puts the sunglasses on and smiles at me. “We shall see.” 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY THREE 
 
      
 
    Bridget drops me at home, sensing that I don't really want to talk. She gives me a hug before I get out and tells me to text or call if I want to talk. I tell her thanks and go inside. 
 
    I toss my backpack on the floor of my room and immediately change into my bikini and pull my rash guard on over my top. I find my flips and slide them on my feet, then walk out to the garage. My longboard is propped up against the far wall, next to my bike, and I run my hand across the surface. It's still pretty tacky and I decide it'll be fine without a wax. I maneuver the big board under my arm and open the garage door. I lay the board on the grass, walk my bike out and lay it down next to the board, then go back and punch in the garage code next to the door. The door drops down, I gather the board under my arm again, get myself on the bike, and wobble out of the driveway, heading for the beach. 
 
    The ride to the beach is easy and the sun and the wind feel good after a day inside school. I know that I'm wound super tight and the best way for me to unwind is to be on the water. It's been too many days since I've surfed and I remind myself that, now that I live so close, I can go anytime I want. 
 
    I park my bike in the rack near the lifeguard shack, lock it up, and head down the sand. The wind off the water is light and the waves look pretty good. I kick off my flips, stack them on top of one another, then walk down to the water's edge. The water feels warmer than the night I jumped off the pier and I shuffle my feet in it as I walk in. I drop the board onto the water and fasten the velcro leash around my ankle. I slide the board further out across the water until it's deep enough for me to lay down on top of it and I start paddling out to the break. 
 
    I stay outside of the lineup, the guys already out on their boards, waiting for waves. There's a certain set of rules that I have to abide by and I'm still too new to the area to be accepted into the group of locals who are patrolling the waves. I steer well clear of them and find an open spot in the water. The break isn't great, but there's enough for me to get up on the board and ride. 
 
    I'm good enough at surfing, but I'm not great. I can pop up, I can take the board down the face of a wave, and I can maneuver in any direction I want to go. I can't do fancy cut backs or floaters, but I'm not aiming for that, either. I'd like to get better, but I ride because it makes everything else fall away. Gliding across the water is the most freeing feeling I've ever experienced and I can't get enough of it. 
 
    That's what I'm feeling when I see two guys peel out of the lineup and paddle in my direction. At first, I think they are coming over to get a feel for me, to find out where I live, and to make sure I know what I'm doing. But then I realize it's Brett and Jake making their way through the water and I know they aren't coming for those reasons. 
 
    Brett gets within five feet of me and sits up, straddling his board. “Water's closed. Take off.” 
 
    “Water can't be closed,” I say, pointing at the lifeguard tower. “That's not a thing.” 
 
    Jake glides to a stop in front of me, blocking my path, and sits up the same way Brett does. “He's right. Water's closed.” 
 
    I look at both of them. “This what he does to you guys? Send you to run his errands for him?” 
 
    “The water is closed,” Brett says again. “Go try somewhere else. You aren't surfing here.” 
 
    “You don't own the water,” I tell him. 
 
    Jake laughs. “Really? We don't?” 
 
    There is menace in his words. I look at the lifeguard tower. It's shuttered for the day. There are people scattered on the beach that might react if I start yelling. I know that the other guys in the lineup probably won't do a thing. 
 
    So I'm sort of trapped on the water. 
 
    “No, you don't,” I say. “Get out of my way.” 
 
    He smiles. “Make me.” 
 
    “You're fucking up,” Brett warns me. 
 
    “How's that?” 
 
    “Because you are,” he says, letting his fingers play with the water. “Because you're throwing everything in Trevor's face.” 
 
    “I'm not throwing anything in his face,” I say. “It's not my fault if he's a giant baby.” 
 
    “Get off the board,” Brett says.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “You wish,” he says. “But I wouldn't touch you now. Get off the board. Now.” 
 
    I pivot the board in the water and start paddling away from the them, parallel to the beach. Brett laughs and says “Go do it.” 
 
    I glance behind me and see Jake paddling hard behind me. I know I can't out paddle him. He's bigger and stronger and his arms rip through the water, closing the distance between us. He reaches for my foot and I kick hard out at him, but he wraps his hand around my ankle and I can't shake it loose. I'm not sure what he plans to do, but I have a momentary flash of him pulling me under the water and keeping me there until I die. 
 
    Instead, I see a flash of metal across the water and a knife in his hand. He yanks hard on my foot and I roll off of my board, thrashing in the water, trying to get loose. The knife slashes through the water and panic boils up inside of me. 
 
    But then he lets go of my ankle and I kick free of him, splashing wildly away from him. 
 
    Something feels off, though. 
 
    I spin around in the water and realize that my board is further away from me than it should be. And that the leash isn't pulling on me. 
 
    Jake slashed the leash so the board is no longer attached me.  
 
    He stabs at the board several times with his knife, then shoves it toward the shore, away from me. He grins at me, pivots in the water, and paddles back to where Brett is waiting. Brett drops to his board and they both paddle back toward the lineup. 
 
    I take a moment to catch my breath and start swimming in to shore, letting the panic ebb away as I make my way in. My heart is still racing and I'm doing all I can not to cry.  
 
    My board makes it to the shore before I do. I examine it when I get there. The stab marks are deep and long and it's already listing to one side. It's ruined and I won't be able to take it out again. I've read about local surfers using nasty tactics to keep others off what they consider their water, but I know this is personal. This isn't about me being new. 
 
    This is about Trevor. 
 
    I pick up the board and get it under my arm, tears stinging my eyes. I have another board at home. It's not about the board.  
 
     It's about the anger and total violation I feel at being threatened and treated like I've done something wrong. 
 
    This is about Trevor. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY FOUR 
 
      
 
    “You're quiet this morning,” Bridget says. 
 
    We're on our way to school and just went through the drive thru to pick up our coffees. 
 
    “Am I?” I say, then shrug. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    I am anything but okay, but I nod. “I'm fine. Just...tired, I guess.” 
 
    Her eyes are still on me. “He's getting to you, isn't he?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “You know who. Trevor.” 
 
    I shrug again and look out the window. 
 
    “Just walk away,” Bridget says. “Walk away now. You aren't going to change him and all he's going to do is make your life miserable. Just walk away.” 
 
    “I'm not exactly with him, so I'm not sure there's anything to walk away from,” I say. 
 
    “When you see him, turn in the other direction,” she says. “Don't go somewhere you know he's at. We can eat lunch someplace else. Just cut him out completely.” 
 
    I swirl the cup in my hand slowly, letting the ice bounce against the sides of the cup. 
 
    “What?” she asks. 
 
    I shake my head and don't say anything. 
 
    She pulls the car over. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I say. “We're gonna be late?” 
 
    “Who fucking cares?” she says. “Talk to me, Presley.” 
 
    I realize my hand is shaking and I set the coffee down in the drink holder. I sigh and lean back in the seat. “I don't want it to be like before.” 
 
    “Like before? What do you mean?” 
 
    I lay my hands flat on my thighs. I've never said any of what I'm about to tell her out loud to anyone, not even my dad. I've kept it to myself because I thought if I kept it there, I wouldn't have to admit it to anyone. But I trust Bridget and she's asking and I'm shaking. 
 
    “At my old school,” I tell her. “I was...a doormat. I was this little mousey girl, who never opened her mouth, who never said a word to anyone. And it started in elementary school. I never stood up for myself. Boys teased me and then girls latched onto that. I was a punching bag. And it was like...I couldn't get out from under that, no matter what I did.” I take a deep breath and tears cloud my vision. “And I dated his guy in tenth grade who was just an asshole to me. Just a complete asshole. And I just took it. No matter what he did, I just took it, until he finally broke up with me. Last year, I only talked to people when I had to. I was like a hermit. So when my dad said we were moving, I was glad. Because I could almost start over, you know?” 
 
    She squeezes my arm and she's crying, too.  
 
    “So I just decided, I'd be different when I got here,” I continue. “I wasn't going to be that person I didn't want to be anymore. I wasn't going to be afraid. I was going to take chances. I wasn't going to give a shit what people thought about me.” I look at her. “Just getting in your car last week on the first day of school was a total change for me.” 
 
    “I'm glad you did,” she says, wiping at her eyes. 
 
    We both laugh. 
 
    “Me, too,” I tell her. “I can't tell you how relieved I was that I had a friend for a change. And Maddie and Gina, too. You have no idea what it was like to not feel like I had to go into hiding again.” I shake my head. “But I'm not doing it again. I'm not hiding. From anyone.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bridget says, nodding. 
 
    “So all the things you're saying? About staying away from him if I know he's going to be somewhere? Just avoiding him all the time?” I shake my head. “I'm not doing that ever again. For anyone. Ever. I don't care what he's like and I don't care what his friends are like. I'm not fucking doing it. I won't let him or anyone else have that power over me.” 
 
    Bridget squeezes my arm again. “I'm sorry.” 
 
    I look at her and wipe at my eyes. “For what?” 
 
    “For suggesting it,” she says. “I didn't mean it like that.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “But I shouldn't have said it,” she says. “Guys like Trevor, they always control us. It's like our world can only revolve around theirs and it's total bullshit.” 
 
    “It is,” I say, nodding. “It is. So I don't care how much he messes with me or whatever. I'm not going to hide and I'm not going to change what I do because I'm afraid of him or hate him or whatever.” 
 
    “Do you?” she asks. 
 
    “Do I what?” 
 
    “Hate him,” she clarifies.  
 
    It's the same question I've been asking myself. I hate him for how he's reacted and how he's treated me, for how he's let his friends treat me. I hate him for how he's made me feel about myself, for making me cry to my friend on the way to school. 
 
    But there's something else there, too, that I can't deny. 
 
    I don't hate him for the way he looks at me or for the way he took me up on that pier or the way he held my hand when we fell to the water. I don't hate him for the way he talked me through the terror I felt before we jumped.  
 
    “No,” I finally say to Bridget. “I don't hate him. I hate some things he's done, but I don't hate him.” 
 
    Bridget leans back into her seat. “Oh boy.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She turns to look at me. “If you don't hate him, he's got you.” She touches my arm. “And I'm not blaming you or telling you that it needs to change. I hear you. I get it.” She smiles. “But he's got you.” 
 
    I turn away from her and look straight ahead. “Maybe. I guess I just need to figure out if I want him to have me. If he even wants me.” 
 
    “Hey,” she says. 
 
    I look at her. 
 
    “Any guy at school would be lucky to have you,” she tells me. “Any guy. For real.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    She turns the car on, pulls away from the curb, and we are on our way back to school. 
 
    And I can't stop thinking about Trevor and how I feel about him. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    We pull into the parking lot and before I can even open my door, Trevor's truck roars in and parks within inches of my door. There isn't enough room for me to get out. I'm essentially trapped. 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” Bridget says. “What the hell?” 
 
    The anger is boiling in my gut and it's about to spillover. I had my pity party, telling Bridget about what my life was like before and what I used to be like. The old me would've sat there in the car, maybe cried, then figured a way out with my tail tucked between my legs. 
 
    But this isn't the old me. 
 
    “Get out,” I say to her.  
 
    “I will, but what are you going to do?” 
 
    The music is pouring out of his truck and I hear them laughing. “I'm going to follow you out.” 
 
    She pushes her door open and gets out. I throw my backpack out behind her, then I crawl across the middle console and get out on the driver's side. I grab my iced coffee out of the console and stand up, Bridget's car between me and The Asshole. 
 
    Trevor is leaning out of the driver's side window, smiling down at me. “Looks like Bridget's gonna need to do a better job of parking that midget car.” 
 
    Brett and Jake are climbing out of the monster truck, cackling like hens. 
 
    I look at Bridget. “If your car gets wet, I'll pay for the wash.” 
 
    She looks at me, confused. “What?” 
 
    A crowd has now gathered around us, watching, laughing, and pointing. 
 
    Good. I'm fine with that. I want them all see what I'm about to do. 
 
    I rear back and fire my drink over Bridget's car and towards the truck. The cup smacks Trevor right in the face. The lid flies off of the drink and the ice and coffee explode all over him and the side of the truck. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Bridget whispers. 
 
    The rest of the parking lot is silent, watching. 
 
    Trevor seems stunned, still leaning out the window, his face now covered in iced caramel latte. It's dripping off of him onto the side of his truck, trailing down the door like it's crying coffee. He looks down for a moment, trying to comprehend what's happened. Then he looks up at me, daggers in his eyes. 
 
    “What the fuck?” he yells. “What the actual fuck?” 
 
    I look at Bridget. “My dad made me play softball when I was in middle school. It finally paid off.” 
 
    Bridget laughs, but she's still staring at Trevor, like everyone else watching. 
 
    I look at him. “You parked too close to my friend's car with your oversized boy toy. Either learn how to park better or get a car you can actually handle.” 
 
    Brett and Jake are standing in front of the truck, looking from me to him, unsure of what to do. 
 
    Trevor makes an angry swipe at his face, coffee flying off of his fingers. He looks at his fingertips like he can't believe there's coffee on them, then looks at me. “You are fucking insane.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell him. “So stop messing with me. You wanna fuck around with someone, go find your little piece of arm candy and do it with her. But stay away from me and my friends, asshole.” 
 
    “You're going to regret this,” he says. 
 
    “Wow,” I say. “That's the best you can do? Throwing some shitty B-movie line at me to try and scare me?” I pretend to shrink into someone who looks afraid and make a face at him. “Oh, gosh. Please stop scaring me.” I straighten up and throw my shoulders back. “Fuck you, fuck your truck, and fuck your unoriginal comebacks.” I pick up my backpack and sling it over my shoulder. I look at Bridget. “Let's go.” 
 
    She hesitates, then turns with me, following me through the crowd. They part, giving us room to walk, a low murmur buzzing in my ears as they all whisper about what they just saw. 
 
    I grab onto the strap of my backpack with both hands, not because it's too heavy, but because my hands are shaking and I don't want anyone to see that. I want them to think that they've just witnessed someone finally take down the oh so scary Trevor Robinson and do it without fear. 
 
    But I'm absolutely afraid. I know what I've done is something I can't take back. I don't regret it, but I know it's not as simple as just walking away, either. 
 
    I know Trevor is looking at me, too. It's like I can feel his eyes burning into my back. I refuse to turn around and it takes everything I have to stick to that. 
 
    Because I know what I've just done. 
 
    I've poked the beast. 
 
    And I know he's coming for me. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY SIX 
 
      
 
    “Did you seriously do it?” Derek Morgan asks. 
 
    It's lunchtime and we are at The Hamburger Hut in our booth. It should feel normal. I'm sitting with Bridget, Maddie, and Gina. I have my food. It's what I've gotten used to. 
 
    But there's a current running through it all. Word spread immediately about what I'd done and who I'd done it to. I couldn't ignore the whispers and the looks in my classes and it was the same inside the restaurant. I haven't seen Trevor since it happened, but it feels to me like he's lurking somewhere, waiting. 
 
    I nod as I pick up a fry. “Yeah.” 
 
    He shakes his head, holding onto his tray of food. “Sometime, I'd like a detailed replay of what happened.” He smiles at me. “Right from the horse's mouth.” He walks away and toward the other side of the restaurant. 
 
    “Well, you got his attention,” Maddie says. “Again. 
 
    Gina watches him walk away then turns back to us. “He really does have a great ass.” 
 
    We all laugh. 
 
    “What?” she says, bewildered. “I'm serious. Must be all those squats they do in the weight room for football or something. I'd like to spank him and see if it hurts my hand.” 
 
    We all laugh again and it feels like the first time that I've been able to breathe since I got to school that morning. I realize that I keep watching the parking lot to see if Trevor's truck pulls in, looking out the window every few seconds, my stomach tied into a knot. I take a deep breath and concentrate on my food. 
 
    “It's too bad he's such a jock,” Maddie says, shaking her head. “He has potential.” 
 
    “Why does being a jock make him...lose potential?” I ask. 
 
    She wrinkles her nose. “I don't know. They just all get this inflated sense of how important they actually are, like they should be carried around like Cleopatra or something. Derek was a decent kid in elementary school, but as soon as everyone realized he could throw a ball, his head grew by the day. If it wasn't for Trevor, he'd be the guy running everything.” 
 
    I turn around. Derek is outside at a table with four other guys, all of whom I assume are football players, based on their size. They are laughing and nodding, involved in some conversation I can't hear. 
 
    I turn back to the table. “What's their story?” 
 
    Gina snorts. “It's like two rhinos butting heads. One lost.” 
 
    “They fought?” 
 
    Bridget nods. “Yep. First day of freshman year. Everyone knew it was coming. It was down at the beach. Derek made a big deal of it, telling everyone to come, and that he was going to kick Trevor's ass, and then no one would have to deal with him after that.” She took a bite of her burger, a drink from her soda. She tilted the drink in my direction. “So nearly everyone in our grade was there to watch.” 
 
    Maddie shakes her head, grabbing a handful of fries. “That kid bled so much.” 
 
    “Trevor?” I ask. 
 
    Maddie shakes her head. “No. Derek. Trevor just...destroyed him.” 
 
    “That's being kind,” Gina says, then looks at me. “Trevor beat the living shit out of him and, like, took his time doing it. He knew that Derek had been running his mouth and that everyone showed up because he told them to. Trevor knew it was a show. When it was over, Derek was on his back in the sand, blood covering his face. He had a busted nose and I heard he lost a couple of teeth, but I don't know.” 
 
    “I heard he broke the bones around his eye,” Maddie says. “Whatever you call those things.” 
 
    “Orbital bones,” I say. 
 
    She snaps her fingers. “Yeah those.” 
 
    “He couldn't walk,” Bridget says. “I think he had broken ribs, too? I don't remember exactly, but I do remember a couple of his friends carrying him off the beach. He was out of school for a week and there was supposedly a bunch of meetings with his parents and Trevor's dad and the school. No one really knows what happened, but he was back at school a week later and I don't think he's said a word about it sense.” 
 
    “Did Trevor get in trouble?” I ask. 
 
    All three shake their heads. 
 
    “He doesn't get in trouble for anything,” Bridget says. “Remember? I told you that. I wasn't exaggerating. He doesn't get in trouble.” 
 
    I turn around and look at Derek again. He's still laughing with his friends. 
 
    “What was he like when he came back to school?” I ask, turning back to them. “Derek, I mean.” 
 
    “He looked like shit,” Gina says. “His eyes were black, he had cuts around his mouth. Was his arm in a sling?” 
 
    Maddie nods. “Yep. He missed a couple of weeks of football, too.” 
 
    “It was kind of weird,” Bridget explains. “Once the injuries healed and he went back to looking like himself, he was sort of the same as before. Arrogant, obnoxious, thinking he was god's gift to vaginas.” 
 
    I laugh. 
 
    “But he's been terrified of Trevor ever since,” Bridget continues. “Like, it's totally obvious. They still hate one another, but he's afraid of Trevor and Trevor knows it.” 
 
    I think about the interactions I'd seen between both of them and I realize it's true. Each time, Derek backed off. And Trevor never seemed worried that he would. He knew he would. 
 
    “And Trevor just became the king,” Gina says. “No one was going to challenge him after that. I mean, most people thought Derek would actually win that fight. When we all saw Trevor just take him apart, it wasn't just Derek that didn't want a part of him. It was everyone.” 
 
    The knot in my stomach tightens and I'm not as hungry as I was when we'd gotten there. I remember the look on his face when the coffee hit him, the threats he'd made toward me. He was furious with me. 
 
    “Derek pretends like it's no big deal,” Maddie says. “But it is and we all know it. People don't forget that shit. So he acts like a cocky asshole, but I think it ends up being more amusing than threatening. No one's afraid of him.” She points at me with a fry. “People are afraid of Trevor.” 
 
    “What was Trevor like afterward?” I ask, pretending to be interested in my burger. 
 
    “Larger than life,” Bridget says. “He knew no one was going to challenge him after that. About anything. He does what he wants and he gets away with it. You can blame him or his dad or his money, but it doesn't matter. He does whatever the hell he wants and the rest of us just have to deal with it. Derek is a close second. His dad's super rich, too, and he gets away with a lot of shit. But it's totally different when the kid above you beat you down and everyone knows it.” 
 
    I nod and I can't help feeling sorry for Derek. Or maybe it's just empathy. I remember how I felt back at my old school, in my old town, like everyone was better than me and that everyone knew it. It made it hard to breathe sometimes, making me want to crawl into a dark closet and never leave it. I knew how it felt to walk around a school and have everyone think they knew who you were. It was an awful feeling. At least he'd been able to fall back on football. 
 
    I had nothing. 
 
    “Are you worried?” Bridget asks. 
 
    I realize both Gina and Maddie are looking at me, too. 
 
    “Worried?” I say. “Why?” 
 
    They all exchange these uncomfortable looks I can't quite identify.  
 
    “No one's ever stood up to him,” Gina says. “Since that fight with Derek, no one's ever stood up to him.” 
 
    “You threw coffee on him,” Maddie adds. “And his precious truck.” 
 
    “And everyone saw it,” Bridget says, her voice lower now. “Everyone saw what you did to him. And he knows it. He's not gonna be cool with that, Presley.” 
 
    I know everything they are saying is true. It's why my stomach is tied up in nervous knots. It's why I can't stop looking for his truck in the parking lot. And I know if I admit that I'm worried, then it's like going right back into my past. 
 
    I look at each of them, then smile and lie my ass off. “I'm not worried at all.” 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY SEVEN  
 
      
 
    “I saw the video,” Shanna says. “Holy shit. Never in my life have I been so bummed to be late to school.” 
 
    We are in art and it's the first I've seen her. She can barely get the words out before she sits down. 
 
    “Lisa sent it to me,” she continues. “And I saw a couple of other angles. You hit him right in the face.” She leans closer to me, her eyes wide. “Right in the fucking face!” 
 
    I chuckle and look down at the desk because I'm not sure what else to do.  
 
    “Trevor fucking Robinson,” she says. “That's just incredible. You're going to be a legend here for, like, forever.” 
 
    “I don't know.” 
 
    “I do,” she says. “Presley, that thing is gonna go viral. Trust me.” 
 
    A flash of panic moves through me, thinking about some video of me throwing coffee at Trevor might be seen by millions of people. That wasn't why I did it. But I tamp down the panic, telling myself that he started it and it's not my fault if I finished it.  
 
    Shanna puts her hand on my elbow. “I wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    I look at her. “About what?” 
 
    She takes a deep breath and exhales. “Okay, this is going to be weird, so just let me say it, alright?” 
 
    I'm still unsure what she's talking about. “Okay.” 
 
    She bites on her upper lip for a moment, then lets it go. “I've been pretty shitty to you. And I know I sort of apologized already, but I'm...I guess I'm apologizing again.” 
 
    “You don't have to,” I tell her. 
 
    She shifts her weight in the desk. “Thanks, but I do. But it's not just that. What I did with Trevor that night wasn't cool.” 
 
    “He's not my boyfriend,” I tell her. “I don't own him. What he does is his own business. You, too.” 
 
    She frowns. “Okay, but we both know it was a bullshit thing to do.” 
 
    I shrug, not wanting to make it into something it's not. 
 
    “But I also need to say something about Derek,” she says. 
 
    “Look, I'm not interested in him,” I tell her. “I swear. I'm not the bitch who's looking to taking someone else's boyfriend.” 
 
    She holds up a perfectly manicured finger. “I know. Just let me talk.” 
 
    I don't say anything. 
 
    “He's not my boyfriend, either,” she says. “At least, not anymore. We've been on again and off again for a long time and we're totally off now. It's over. I don't think we're gonna be friends, but whatever.” She pauses. “So I have no...claim over him. I can't tell you or anyone else to stay away from him. He's...single.” She forces a smile onto her face. “And that's weird to say, but it's cool.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” I ask. 
 
    “Two reasons,” she says. “One because, I was a total bitch to you, pretending like he was my property and I was trying to mark him. Not cool and I just want you to know I'm sorry.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say. “Thanks, I guess. But you don't have to apologize.” 
 
    She watches a couple of people hustle into the room. “And the other reason is because I think he likes you.” 
 
    “Derek? Likes me?” 
 
    She nods. “Yeah. Look, you're totally his type. You're hot, you're smart, and you're apparently braver than anyone else at this stupid school. There are probably a lot of guys here that like you.” 
 
    My cheeks get warm and I look down at the desk. 
 
    “But Derek,” she says. “Derek's not a bad kid. In fact, he's pretty cool. Forget all of the stupid shit we did to one another. He's my ex now, so of course I'm gonna say stuff about him and we're gonna have a history. But he's not a bad guy at all. Compared to most guys at Sunset Beach, he's a really good guy, actually.” She pauses. “And he's a hell of a lot cooler than Trevor.” 
 
    Everything she's saying to me is making me uncomfortable. I don't want to talk about Derek with her and I sure as hell don't want to talk about Trevor. I just want class to start. 
 
    “So I just want you to know that if Derek does like you and you change your mind?” Shanna says. “I'm cool with it.” She smiles. “I mean, it's gonna be weird at first and maybe I'll be a little bitchy about it. But I'll be fine eventually. I'll get over it.” She shakes her head. “I'm just trying to not be the bitch everyone thinks I am.” The smile fades. “And that I've probably really been. That's all.” 
 
    I'm not sure what brings all of this on, but I can feel the knot in my stomach release a little bit. If there's one less person I have to worry about hating me or having it out for me, that's a good thing. I'll take it. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “Seriously. Thanks.” 
 
    She smiles again and nods. “Yeah. I just wanted you to know.” 
 
    The bell rings and she turns in her seat to face the front of the room. 
 
    The knot inside me unties itself a little further. 
 
    Maybe embarrassing Trevor Robinson won't be the worst thing that's ever happened to me. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Your mother wants you to call her,” my father says. 
 
    I'm home and he's actually home at a decent hour. We're able to have dinner together and it's nice to sit with him and catch up. Until he brings up my mom. 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    “Because she's your mother?” he says, gathering our now empty plates from the table. “I don't know.” 
 
    “I don't want to.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, there are lots of things I don't want to do, but sometimes you have to do them.” 
 
    “You're telling me I have to?” 
 
    He carries the plates to the counter next to the sink and shoots me a look. “I think you should, yes.” 
 
    I sigh. “Fine. Maybe tomorrow.” 
 
    “She asked if you would tonight,” he says. “She has a trip or something tomorrow.” 
 
    “Ugh. Fine.” I leave the table and head to my room. I shut the door and crash on my bed. I scroll through my phone until I find her number. I frown at it, take a deep breath, then tap it.  
 
    “Presley!” she says a moment later. “I was just going to try you.” 
 
    “Hi. Dad said you wanted me to call.” 
 
    “I was hoping we could FaceTime so I could see you.” 
 
    “He didn't say that.” 
 
    The call immediately interrupts and I can see that she's asking for FaceTime. I sigh again and tap the screen. The phone chimes and her face appears on the screen.  
 
    “That's better,” she says, smiling. “How are you, Pres?” 
 
    “I'm fine,” I say.  
 
    “How is everything at your new school?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    I see her fidget wherever she is sitting. “I was hoping for more than one word answers. I haven't talked to you in over a week.” 
 
    I lay back on the bed. “Sorry. I've been busy. School and stuff.” 
 
    There is an awkward moment of silence. I know she wants more from me, but I just don't feel like giving it to her.  
 
    “Tell me about your classes,” she says. 
 
    I shrug. “It's school. They're classes. Nothing special.” 
 
    She stares at me through the phone. “Presley, we can't have a relationship like this if you won't talk to me.” 
 
    “I am talking to you,” I say. “I called you. We're talking.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    I do know what she means, but I don't care that she's angry. “I don't know what you want from me.” 
 
    “I would like to be able to talk to you,” she says. “I would like to be able to hear about your school and your friends and whatever is going on in your life. That would be a nice start.” 
 
    Her voice is like a cheese grater on my ear. “I told you about school. I've made friends. Is that better?” 
 
    She looks down. “No. It's not.” 
 
    I know I'm being a bitch, but I have so much anger toward her every time I hear her name or see her face that I can't help it. She was the one who decided to break up our family and she was the one who decided to move to Washington. I didn't choose those things. She did. 
 
    She looks up again at me. I feel like I barely recognize her. 
 
    “I'd like you to come to Washington for Thanksgiving,” she says. 
 
    “Probably not,” I say immediately. “I'm going to be busy with school and stuff.” 
 
    “I've already mentioned it to your father,” she says. “I think you could manage a couple of days.” 
 
    I'm irritated that she's talked to my dad about it and he didn't tell me. “Well, I don't know what I'll be doing. I might get a job or something.” 
 
    “We'd like to see you, Presley,” she says, raising an eyebrow.  
 
    “So you're saying Roger will be there?” 
 
    “Of course he'll be here. We live together. We--” 
 
    “Then no,” I say. “I'm not coming.” 
 
    “Presley, listen,” she says. “I know--” 
 
    “No, you don't know,” I tell her. “You don't know because you aren't here. You're there and you're with him. So you don't know anything about school or my life or what's going on or anything like that. And you can't make me get on a plane if I don't want to.” 
 
    She purses her lips. “I didn't want the conversation to go like this.” 
 
    “Me, either,” I says. “So let's end it.” I push the end button before I can think better of it. 
 
    I toss the phone on the bed next to me and I feel like punching someone in the face. Anyone. Mostly my mother. Definitely Roger. But there's no one to punch and even if there was, it won't fix anything. I couldn't think of anything that sounded much worse than spending Thanksgiving with her and the man she cheated on my dad with.  
 
    The phone vibrates on the bed and I groan, thinking she's calling me back. I pick it up and look at the screen. I'm relieved when I see it's a text from Bridget and not my mom. 
 
      
 
    What are you doing right now? 
 
      
 
    Nothing. You? 
 
      
 
    Gina just texted and said there's a bonfire down at the Point. You in? 
 
      
 
    I want to be in because being with my friends sounds far better than staying home and avoiding more phone calls from my mother. I'm not sure how my dad will feel about it, though. 
 
    On cue, there's a knock on my door and it's him. “Pres?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He pushes the door open and sticks his head. “Hey. I've gotta run back to the office for a bit. I'm sorry, but I've got a ton to do.” 
 
    “It's okay,” I tell him. “I'll be fine.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    He smiles. “Okay. Don't wait up. Love you.” 
 
    “Love you, too.” 
 
    I wait until he closes the door to text Bridget back. 
 
      
 
    I'm in. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY NINE 
 
      
 
    “Just taste these,” Gina says, handing me a red cup. “You might have an orgasm.” 
 
    We're in the parking lot down at the beach where two of the bays come together. The Point is apparently the thin strip of sand between them. I wonder if I'll ever learn all of the nicknames for all of these spots. 
 
    The cup is filled with something that looks like a slushie, pink and icy. There's a straw in the middle of it and I take a sip. It's cold and icy and I taste strawberry and rum and other fruity things. I don't orgasm, but it's really, really good. 
 
    “Did you make these?” Maddie asks, staring at her cup like it contains magic.  
 
    Gina nods and walks around to the side of her blue Volkswagen Beetle. She comes pack with a massive thermos. “I made them in the blender at home before I left, then put them in these.” She grins. “I've got three more in the car.” 
 
    Maddie high fives her. 
 
    I take another sip and the second is even better than the first. I take a look around. The bonfire is raging on the sand and the parking lot is close to full. People are grouped on the sand and near the cars in the parking lot. Someone has parked an old school boombox on the edge of the sand and music is blaring from it.  
 
    Just another mid-week party in Sunset Beach. 
 
    We kick off our shoes and throw them in Gina's car. The asphalt is rough against my feet, but the cool, soft sand feels good once we reach it.  
 
    “I hope that junior boy is here,” Gina says, scanning the crowd. “Tonight might be the night we find out if he's actually a virgin.” 
 
    “I'm thinking of trying out a sophomore,” Maddie says. “One of the big, good looking ones who will need...some direction.” 
 
    We all laugh and she and Gina peel off to head down the beach, in search of their conquests. Bridget and I make our way to the fire. Someone has built a bridge made of wooden pallets across the flames and some of the boys are taking turns running across them, people screaming each time they make it across. 
 
    The hills across the bay are like twinkling stars against the water. One in particular stands out. It's the closest to the water, jutting out over the bay like someone hung it there. It's three stories high and mostly made of windows, like something you'd see in a magazine or on a TV show. Even in the dark, it's imposing. 
 
    “Cops!” someone yells. 
 
    I turn around and the parking lot is lit up with red and blue lights. Multiple police cars are pulling to the curb. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Bridget says. “Drop your cup and get out of here! I'll text you if I can get my car out!” 
 
    I'm confused but toss my cup in the fire as she takes off. In fact, everyone is taking off, running in all directions, scattering like mice. There's lots of yelling and confusion as the cops are exiting their cars and telling people to stop.  
 
    I choose to run away from the parking lot, down toward the water, and up the beach toward the point. Most everyone else has chosen to go the other way and I soon realize why. At the end of the point, there's nowhere else for me to go. I have no choice but to turn around or head back. 
 
    I stop, my chest heaving, as I try to catch my breath. I can see the police sitting kids down on the curb and more cop cars pulling into the lot. People are still running in the other direction on the beach, but the police have moved to the sand to try and round them up. 
 
    Shit. I'm fucked. 
 
    “Come on,” a voice says. 
 
    It startles me and I duck, like someone has thrown something at me. It's coming from the water. I squint into the dark and I can see a figure on a paddle board.  
 
    The paddle slices through the water and the board comes closer to the shore. 
 
    It's Trevor. 
 
    He's standing there in black shorts, no shirt, like some sort of ocean god on a board.   
 
    “Two choices,” he says. “Get on the board with me or you're gonna get written up. They aren't gonna let you go without a ticket.” 
 
    I'm frozen in place. 
 
    “But you better decide,” he says. “Because they'll come down here.” He maneuvers the board around so that he's now facing away from the short. “And I'm not waiting.” 
 
    I have to decide. I don't want to get a ticket or get arrested or whatever the police are doing. I don't want to have to explain to my dad what I was doing and why. I know there will be consequences. 
 
    But I am dreading that my only other choice is Trevor. 
 
    “You've got two seconds,” he says, steadying the paddle in the water. 
 
    I make my decision and jog to the water. “What should I do?” 
 
    “Have you been on one before?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    He spins back around, jumps off the board, landing in the ankle deep water. “I'm gonna hold the board. Just get on the front and sit.” 
 
    I wade around the board on the other side. I get to the nose then get myself up onto it, as he keeps it still.  
 
    “Sit cross legged,” he says. “Don't keep your legs in the water. It'll slow us down.” 
 
    I fold my legs up. 
 
    “Hey!” a voice shouts. “You two! Stay right there!” 
 
    “See ya, asshole,” Trevor says.  
 
    He hops on the board with ease, barely moving the board. I brace myself, putting my hands on the sides. He digs the paddle into the water first on the left side, then the right, his powerful strokes moving us quickly away from the shore.  
 
    “Hey! I said to stay where you are!” 
 
    Trevor ignores him, gliding us across the water until we are out in the middle of the bay and there's nothing the cop can do. 
 
    Trevor laughs. “He's walking back now. We're good.” 
 
    I take a deep breath, relieved that I didn't get caught. “Okay. Good.” 
 
    He keeps paddling and there's something calming about being out in the middle of the black water at night. The houses on the other side are larger now and I twist around to see where we've come from. The red and blue lights are still swirling in the lot, but most of the running has stopped. I can see kids sitting on the curb. I wonder what's happened to Bridget, Gina, and Maddie. 
 
    “They'll be fine,” Trevor says. 
 
    I feel like he's reading my mind. I look up at him. “What?” 
 
    “They'll be fine,” he says. “They'll get minor possession tickets. It's like a traffic ticket. You can go to a class and they take it off your record.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say. “Okay.” 
 
    “Still better not to deal with it, though,” he says. “Especially if you have other shit on your record.” 
 
    I'm not sure if it's because I'm looking up at him or the night sky or what, but he looks even bigger than normal, standing there, moving us across the bay. His shoulders are like tiny boulders and his abs ripple every time he pulls the paddle through the water. 
 
    He looks down at me. “So you're welcome.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I say, turning away from him. “Thanks. Were you there?” 
 
    “No, I was just dicking around out here,” he says. “Lucky for you.” 
 
    I hate that he's right. 
 
    Neither of us say anything for awhile and I realize he's taking us to the other side of the bay.  
 
    “I can call and get a ride,” I say. “When we get over here.” 
 
    “Probably want to wait awhile,” he says. “Your friends are probably gonna be a little busy. Or you could call your buddy Derek, if he wasn't there.” 
 
    “He's not my buddy and I don't know if he was there or not.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    He's paddling straight for the dock that extends off the grass below the house I'd been looking at earlier, the magazine house with all of the windows.  
 
    “He's not and I didn't see him,” I say, still feeling the need to defend myself. “I wouldn't call him anyway. I don't even have his number.” 
 
    “I'm sure that'll change.” 
 
    “I'm sure you won't ever change,” I say. “Asshole forever.” 
 
    He laughs, but doesn't say anything. 
 
    He paddles us to the front of the dock, tosses the paddle onto it, and loops his arm around one of the posts. “Hop off.” 
 
    “Aren't we gonna get in trouble for being here?” I ask. “Just pulling up to someone's house?” 
 
    “It's a dock,” he says. “It's fine. Come on.” 
 
    I twist around on the board and he offers me a hand to help me up. I ignore it and get to my knees on my own, then step off the board onto the dock.  
 
    “Shit,” I say. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My shoes. They're in Gina's car.” 
 
    He smiles, his teeth glowing in the dark. “Better to be barefoot than in jail, New Girl.” 
 
    I know he's calling me that to try and get to me, so I let it go.  
 
    He pulls the board out of the water and lays it on the dock next to the paddle and heads for the front of the dock. 
 
    “You're just going to leave it here?” I say, pointing at the board. 
 
    He turns and looks at me, then the board. He starts to say something, then stops. He looks at me again. “No one's gonna take it. It'll be here when I come back.” He turns back and keeps walking. 
 
    I follow him to the front of the dock and step off onto what feels like freshly cut grass. The lawn covers the slope beneath the massive house, running at least a hundred yards in either direction. I turn around. The view across the bay and across the point out to the ocean is incredible. The water shimmers underneath the stars. 
 
    I turn around and he's striding up the lawn toward the house. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask in a whisper. 
 
    He turns around with a wicked grin on his face. “Don't you wanna have a little fun, New Girl?” 
 
    “No, I just wanna go home,” I tell him. 
 
    He shakes his head like it's the dumbest thing he's ever heard and I reluctantly follow him up the hill. He stops at one of the massive windows on the side of the house and puts his face to the glass, looking inside. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I hiss at him. 
 
    “Looks empty,” he says. “And I know a way in.” 
 
    “You what?” I say, disbelieving. “No. We're not going in. Are you crazy?” 
 
    He laughs and continues up the hill, alongside the house. 
 
    “We just got away from the police,” I whisper, walking behind him. “Why would we do anything to bring them here? And this is a lot fucking worse! Breaking into someone's house?” 
 
    “I didn't say we were breaking in,” he says over his shoulder. “I said I know a way in. Pay attention.” 
 
    His arrogance is so irritating and I want to punch him right in the kidneys, but his back is thick with muscle and I'm sure I'll just end up breaking my hand.  
 
    We reach the top of the hill and he stops next to a door in the side of the house. I look in through one of the windows. The inside matches the outside, with polished wooden floors, granite counter tops, and expensive-looking furniture, all of it taken right from the pages of a modern architecture magazine. I can't imagine what the house is worth, given it's location and how it's decorated. 
 
    Trevor reaches up to tap the key pad and I slap at his arm. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He looks at me with an amused smile. “I told you I know a way in.” 
 
    “With the key pad?” I say. “You know the alarm code?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says, turning back to it. “I got it off the dark web. You worry too much, New Girl.” 
 
    “The dark web? Are you fucking serious?” 
 
    He laughs and reaches for it again and I knock his arm down again. “Don't. Don't do this.” I throw my hands up. “Or you know what? Go ahead and do it. I'm out of here.” 
 
    He reaches up one more time and taps the numbers on the key pad. The numbers illuminate in the dark and beep as he touches a five number sequence, the beeping sounding like car horns in the quiet of the night. The pad emits a long beep and the deadbolt grinds in the lock, then makes a clicking sound. Trevor grabs the doorknob, then opens the door. 
 
    He smiles at me. “Now or never, New Girl.” He steps into the house, leaving me to make my decision. 
 
    I stand there for a moment, the cool air of the air conditioned home rushing outward. I know I shouldn't go in. I know he's just goading me, teasing me, seeing if I'll follow along and I know I shouldn't. But I don't have my shoes, my friends are most likely being arrested, and I don't know where I am. I have my phone and I could call my dad, but that feels like the worst possible choice.  
 
    I take a deep breath and follow Trevor into the house. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY 
 
      
 
    I close the door behind me, as if that will somehow protect me. The floors are cold beneath my feet and I hear a clock ticking somewhere in the room. There are no lights on, but the space is lit up by the stars and the lights from outside. We're in the space between the kitchen and the living room and surrounded by floor to ceiling windows that run at least thirty feet high. It's almost like we're outside. There's a massive leather sectional in the middle of the sitting area with a large glass table. A huge flat screen is mounted on the wall between two of the windows. 
 
    I hear a door open and I turn around in panic, but it's just Trevor. He's standing in the kitchen, peering into the stainless steel fridge. 
 
    His face is lit up from the light inside of the fridge. “You want anything? There's a shit ton of beer in here.” He pulls out two bottles of Pacifico with one hand and holds them up. 
 
    “Jesus,” I say, my voice still a whisper. “No! Put them back.” 
 
    He chuckles, closes the fridge, and twists the caps off both of them. He sets on one the marble island between us, pushes it toward me, then takes a long drink from the one in his hand, never taking his eyes off of me. 
 
    I hesitate, then take the beer off the island, hoping the beer will settle my nerves. It's cold and crisp, but doesn't do a whole lot for my nerves. I set the bottle down. “Okay. You've proven your point. You're totally off the rails crazy. Can we go now?” 
 
    “Off the rails crazy,” he mutters, smiling, rubbing at his chin like he's thinking about it. “I think I like that, New Girl.” 
 
    “If you fucking call me that one more time,” I say. 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “You'll what?” 
 
    I pick up the beer and take another long drink because I don't have an answer for him. 
 
    He lets the eyebrow fall, takes another drink from the beer, then motions for me to follow him. “Come on. Let's go take a look around.” 
 
    “What?” I say, incredulous. “No! What if someone's here?” 
 
    “If someone was here, we would've known by now,” he says. “Stop worrying. Presley.” 
 
    I don't understand how I can both hate and love at the same time the way he says my name. I squeeze the beer bottle in my hand and follow him out of the kitchen. 
 
    We're in a long, dark hallway. There's expensive looking, abstract paintings on the walls, the kind of art that someone buys if they have too much money and don't know what to do with it. We pass an enormous bathroom and then he turns into a room at the end of the hallway. My stomach is doing flip-flops and I take another drink from the beer before I follow him in. 
 
    It's like a smaller version of the living area. The windows are just as big and tall, with an expansive view of the bay on the other side. There's a king bed against one wall, unmade, black sheets with a white comforter in disarray. There's another flatscreen between two of the windows, a pile of what look like gaming systems beneath it on a shelf. There's a door that opens to the outside and in the corner next to the door, two surfboards lean against the wall. On the walls without windows, oversized photographs of surfers hang. I walk over to one of them to get a closer look. 
 
    It's a perfect shot, taken by a photographer in the water, the camera on the surface of the ocean, looking straight into an almost perfectly shaped barrel of a wave. Inside the barrel, there's a guy on a board, crouched down, eyes wide, concentrating on the water and his ride, staying just beneath the water as it curls over the top of his blond hair.  
 
    I lean in closer. 
 
    And realize the surfer is Trevor. 
 
    I whip around.  
 
    He's sitting on the edge of the bed, his legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles, watching me, waiting, trying to hold in a laugh. 
 
    “That's you,” I say. “In the picture.” 
 
    He nods and takes a drink from the beer. 
 
    I look around the room, think about leaving the board on the dock, him punching the key pad outside, pulling the beers from the fridge. 
 
    I look at him. “This is your house.” 
 
    He nods again, grinning. 
 
    I don't know whether to laugh or throw my beer at him. “What the hell?” 
 
    “You never asked,” he says, shrugging. “You just assumed I was breaking in. I specifically said I wasn't breaking in.” 
 
    I start to say something, then stop.  
 
    Because he's right. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    I take another look around the room. “You live here? For real?” 
 
    “Yeah. My dad bought it a couple years ago. He wanted a house near the water,” Trevor says. “This was best he could do.” 
 
    “Uh, I'd say this might be the best anyone could do.” 
 
    He shrugs again. “It's cool.” 
 
    I walk to the window. The water can't be more than ten feet from the glass. I spy a small, brick walkway from his door to the water. In the dark, I make out what looks like a wetsuit on the grass and another surfboard. 
 
    “Easy access,” he says. 
 
    I jump because he's come up right behind me and I can feel his breath on the back of my neck.  
 
    “I can take two steps and be on the water,” he says. “Not the waves, but I can be on the water. Most of the time I paddle out around the point to get to the ocean.” 
 
    Now I know what his upper body looks like it belongs to a Greek god. 
 
    “That's a long way,” I say.  
 
    “It's not that far,” he says.  
 
    We stand there in the dark for a moment. I'm looking at the water, but I'm thinking about him. I can feel the heat off of his body. 
 
    “You left me the other night,” I finally say. “Why?” 
 
    “You left me,” he answers. “For Derek.” 
 
    I turn around and he's literally an inch away, looking down at me, all blue eyes and tan muscle.  
 
    “I didn't leave you,” I say. “And I sure as hell didn't leave you for Derek. Everyone was on the sand.” 
 
    “He was the first one to you,” he says. “You hugged him.” 
 
    “He hugged me.” 
 
    “You didn't have to let him do that.” 
 
    “All he did was congratulate me,” I say. “Like everyone else.” 
 
    He stares at me for a moment. “He touched you.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So I told you I didn't like that.” 
 
    My heart is thumping hard inside my chest. The beer is wet in my hand. I can see him clearly in the dark now. 
 
    “You can't control me,” I tell him, not sure if that's the actual truth. 
 
    He leans down and kisses me. His hand snakes behind my neck, his fingers warm against my skin. I kiss him back, wrapping my arm around his waist, my fingers against the muscles in his back. Glass crashes on the floor next to us and I realize he's dropped his beer as his other arm comes around me and pulls me into him.  
 
    I drop my bottle, too, the glass shattering against the floor. 
 
    Neither of us cares. 
 
    He keeps the one hand behind my neck, his tongue teasing the inside of my mouth, and lifts me up with the other arm. I wrap my legs around him and kiss him harder. He spins us around and moves us to the bed. He lays me down against the comforter and puts his weight on top of me, moving his mouth from mine to my neck. I groan and lift up against him, realizing how badly I want him. I run my hands up his back and through his hair. He pushes his hips back into me, meeting me, and driving me back into the bed. 
 
    “You're mine,” he whispers in my ear, his tongue tickling my earlobe. “New Girl.” 
 
    I hesitate and he stops for just a second.  
 
    Then I laugh and he does, too. 
 
    I dig my fingers into his back and he pushes against me again. His mouth finds mine again and I want to swallow him whole, devour him in a way I've never wanted anyone before. He slips a hand under my shirt and I shiver as his fingers slide along my skin. I slide both my hands downward on his back and tuck my one of my hands into his waistband, bringing it around to the front. I find him and wrap my fingers around him. He moans and it's the greatest sound I've ever heard in my life. 
 
    “Presley,” he whispers in my ear. 
 
    And that's now the greatest sound I've ever heard in my life. The way he says my name, it's full of lust and want and everything I'm feeling right at that moment. I don't even have to think about what I want. 
 
    I know what I want. 
 
    I pull down on his waistband and he doesn't resist, letting his shorts drop down his legs. He kicks them off and I can't move my hands fast enough over his body, trying to feel every inch of him. His hands come down to my shorts, his fingers playing with the edge of them. 
 
    “Do it,” I whisper in his ear. “Do it.” 
 
    He pulls them down and I can feel him against me. He's hovering above me now and my arms are wrapped around him, clinging to him.  
 
    “You sure?” he asks. 
 
    It makes me want him more. 
 
    “Yes,” I say, burying my face against his neck. 
 
    One of his hands leaves me and I hear paper tearing. I feel his hand between us and I want to move my hand to him, but I'm hanging onto him, suspended from his body. He eases us back down into the bed and his hand moves out from between us, bracing himself so he doesn't crush me in the bed.  
 
    He pushes into me and light explodes in my head, a massive flash of pain jolting through me. But it passes quickly and we're moving together. My heart threatens to burst from my chest and my fingers are digging into his hair as I hold onto him, like he's the only thing I've ever wanted in my life.  
 
    Because, right at that moment, he is. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY ONE  
 
      
 
     “Get up.” 
 
    I try to open my eyes, but they are nearly glued shut. 
 
    “New Girl,” Trevor says. “Get up.” 
 
    I force my eyes open. I'm twisted in the sheets and he's standing over me, completely naked. I realize I am, too. 
 
    I squint into the light behind him. “What?” 
 
    “You need to get up,” he says. “School.” 
 
    That wakes me up and I sit up, pulling the sheet around me. 
 
    He laughs. “No need for the sheet. I've already seen you.” He spreads his arms wide. “And look at me.” 
 
    Jesus, yes. Look at him. It's all I can do to not grab him and pull him back into the bed. 
 
    But panic is starting to bubble up in my stomach. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Six,” he says. “You passed out. After the third time.” 
 
    “Shit,” I say, swinging my legs over the side of the bed. “Shit.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My dad,” I say, searching the sheets for my clothes. “He didn't know I went out last night. Where the fuck is my phone?” 
 
    He frowns at me, then shrugs. “How the fuck would I know?” 
 
    The ease with which we fell into bed hours earlier is gone, now replaced by a tension that I can't quite figure out. I finally find my shorts buried under the sheets and yank them toward me. I fumble through the pockets until I find my phone. I quick check the screen and finally take a breath when the lock screen is empty. He hasn't called and he hasn't texted, meaning he got home late enough that he never checked my room.  
 
    But he'll be expecting me at breakfast. 
 
    “You have to get me home,” I say. 
 
    He frowns again. “What? I'm going surfing.” 
 
    I dig through the sheets until I've found all of my underwear and clothes. I drop the sheet and start pulling everything on. “You have to get me home or my dad will freak.” 
 
    “He won't care,” he says. “My dad doesn't give a shit about anything.” 
 
    “My dad does,” I say, pulling my shorts up and standing up. “You have to take me home.” 
 
    He smirks, like it's the dumbest thing he's ever heard. “I'm going surfing and then to school. So you can either come with me or not. I don't care.” 
 
    I don't care. 
 
    Not the words I'd expected to hear after having sex all night. 
 
    The first time I've ever had sex with anyone. 
 
    I am so, so dumb. 
 
    “Never mind,” I say, pulling my shirt on over my bra. “I'll get home on my own.” 
 
    “You're seriously leaving?” he asks, like he can't believe what he's hearing. 
 
    “Yeah, I'm seriously leaving,” I say, sliding my finger across the screen of phone and fighting off the tears I can feel forming in my eyes. “I need to get home. You don't understand.” 
 
    “I was waking you up to be nice,” he says. “To make sure you had time to get ready for school. Not so you could run out of here.” 
 
    I find Bridget's name in my texts. “Thanks. A ton. But I need to get home. Which you don't seem to get.” 
 
    “Yeah, I really fucking don't,” he says, shaking his head. “Fine. Get the fuck out then.” 
 
    His words cut into my like razor blades. 
 
    I look at him, hoping he can't see the tears. “You know, no matter what you've been told, the world doesn't revolve around you.” I shake my head. “How do you go from being like you were last night to...this?” 
 
    He walks over and makes a show of pulling on his shorts, taking his time to pull them all the way up. “Thanks for last night. But don't expect it to be a regular thing.” 
 
    The blades cut deeper into me, but I refuse to show him. “I was gonna say the same thing.” 
 
    He walks to the corner of the room and picks up one of the surfboards. “Sure you were. You were saying something completely different just a couple of hours ago.” He tucks the board under his arm. “In fact, I think you were screaming it. They might've heard it across the bay.” 
 
    I hate that he's right. I hate that he made me feel so good. And I hate that he's now making me feel so bad. 
 
    So I say the one thing I know will hurt him. “I screamed louder with Derek.” 
 
    He freezes and everything in his expression goes cold. I know I've struck a blow and while there's a small part of me that feels good, there's also a part of me that's scared that I've done it. Because I know I can't take it back. 
 
    I wait for him to fire back, to say something else to me to try and hurt me. 
 
    Instead, he turns and opens the door to his backyard without saying a word. He slams it behind him, strides to the water, and dives in, landing gracefully on the board, and paddling away from the house. 
 
    And me. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY TWO 
 
      
 
    “I assume you can explain,” Bridget says. 
 
    I texted her as soon as I realized Trevor wasn't coming back, asking her to pick me up at Trevor's and to please not ask any questions. She immediately responded and said she'd be there in ten minutes and she actually got there in nine. 
 
    Bridget is the best friend I've ever had. 
 
    I lean back in the seat and I tell her how I ran down the beach and how he was in the water and how we paddled across the bay to his house that he led me to believe wasn't his house. 
 
    “Yeah, pretty much everyone knows that's his house,” she says. “It's impossible to not notice that place. It's amazing looking.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, thinking about how that was my reaction to first seeing it. 
 
    “And...you stayed the night?” she says. 
 
    I hesitate, then nod.  
 
    Then burst into tears and cover my face with hands. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” she says and I know she knows. She puts her hand on my back as I hunch over and cry and she doesn't say a word. 
 
    When I'm finished, I sit up, wiping at my eyes. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don't apologize, Presley,” she says, still rubbing my back. “Don't apologize.” 
 
    “And you don't have to tell me you told me so,” I tell her. “Because you did and I'm just a fucking idiot.” 
 
    “You're not an idiot,” she says.  
 
    “I am,” I tell her. “We got back there and it was just me and him and it was just like when we were out on the pier and he was...different. He wasn't a dick. It was just the two of us and it was just...right. I wanted to. I mean, I really wanted to. I didn't even tell him it was the first time.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, Presley,” she says, wincing. “I'm sorry. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I'm fine,” I tell her. “I mean, I'm not. But that part was fine. Actually, it was amazing.” I shake my head. “And that just makes it all worse. He woke me up and I told him I had to get home so my dad doesn't freak and he just got pissed. I think he wanted me to go with him, but he never even really asked me. So then it just all imploded and I basically told him I'd slept with Derek.” 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    “I know,” I say, throwing my head back. “I know. So stupid. But he was being shitty to me and I wanted to be shitty to him. And it worked. He left without saying a word.” I turn toward her. “That's when I texted you to come get me. Thank you, by the way.” 
 
    She coasts to a stop as we reach a stop sign. “Don't thank me. Of course I was going to get you.” 
 
    “What happened last night?” I ask, realizing I don't know anything and I haven't asked. “Did you get caught?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “No. I managed to get down the beach fast enough and the cops were more concerned with the guys who were mouthing off to them. Maddie and Gina got away, too, but Gina had to leave her car there. She didn't go near it with everything in the trunk.” 
 
    I'm relieved that they didn't get in any trouble. 
 
    “They found me and Maddie called her brother and he came to get us,” she says, patting my thigh. “All good. And Maddie was taking Gina to get the car this morning.” She glances at me. “I'm just sorry we got separated. Maybe then you wouldn't have to be dealing with this.” 
 
    I sigh. “Yeah. Oh well. It is what it is.” I shake my head. “He was just such an asshole when I told him I needed to go home. Like, the complete opposite of how he was last night. Complete opposite. He wouldn't even listen to me, like what I had to say didn't matter. Then he told me thanks for last night, but to not count on it happening again. It just went downhill from there.” 
 
    She turns down my street. “I'm sorry. I don't know what else to say.” 
 
    I don't either. Probably because there isn't anything to say. It's over and I can't believe I was so dumb to let him make me feel like I mattered. I want to vomit, thinking of all the times he'd probably done the same thing with other girls. I hate that I didn't think of it in the moment and let everything happen.  
 
    Bridget stops two houses short of mine. “What do you want to do?” 
 
    I think for a moment. “Let me go in and see what happens.” 
 
    “Do you want me to wait?” 
 
    “Would you?” 
 
    She makes a face like it's a dumb question. “Of course.” 
 
    I lean over, throw my arms around her, and hug her. “Thank you. For everything.” 
 
    She hugs me back. “You don't have to hug me. It's what friends do. I'm just sorry I didn't drag you with me last night. I feel guilty.” 
 
    “Nothing for you to feel guilty about,” I say, pulling back. “Literally nothing. It was all me.” I wipe some more at my face. “I'll live.” 
 
    “I hope so,” she says. “And you need to be prepared.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For him,” she tells me. “Trevor. Because he might just stay in asshole mode.” 
 
    I push open the door and look at her. “I'm prepared.” 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY THREE 
 
      
 
    I luck out in the biggest way possible.  
 
    I creep into the house and find a note from my dad on the table. 
 
    “Presley, sorry I got home so late last night,” it reads. “And I had to leave early to get back into office. I promise I'll be home tonight. Love, Dad.” 
 
    I do a quick happy dance, then sprint for the shower. I rinse off the tears and Trevor and the entire previous night. I dress quickly, do my make up in a flash, grab my bag, and grab an apple on the way out the door. Bridget is looking at me expectantly as I get back to the car and I give her a thumbs up to let her know everything is okay. She's still clapping when I get into the car. 
 
    We stop and grab our coffees on the way to school and Gina and Maddie are both waiting on us in the parking lot. 
 
    “I won't say a word,” Bridget tells me as she shuts off the car. 
 
    “No, it's fine,” I tell her. “I'm not hiding anything, especially from them. You guys are my friends. I'm not keeping things from you guys.” 
 
    We get out of the car and they both look tired, but they are both looking at me, expectantly. 
 
    “Did you get caught?” Gina asks. 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Oh thank god,” Maddie says, giving me a quick hug. “We woulda felt like shit if you had.” 
 
    “No,” I say. “I had sex with Trevor Robinson instead.” 
 
    Both she and Maddie look at me like I'm a ghost. 
 
    “For real?” Gina asks. 
 
    “For real,” I say. “Unfortunately.” 
 
    Maddie pinches her eyes shut and holds up her hand. “Hold up. What the fuck are you even talking about?” 
 
    I explain how he was in the bay, how we escaped, and the aftermath. 
 
    “Holy. Shit,” Gina says, her eyes wide. “That's...incredible.” 
 
    “I would not have put money on that,” Maddie says. 
 
    Gina leans in closer to me. “I know I'm a total bitch, but...how was he?” 
 
    Maddie smacks her in the arm, but Gina is still leaning in, waiting for her answer. 
 
    “Amazing,” I say. 
 
    “Fuck yeah, I knew it,” Gina says, looking at Maddie and Bridget. “I've been calling that for years. I just knew he'd know what to do.” 
 
    “Until this morning,” I say. 
 
    Bridget looks down at the ground. The other two stare at me and I explain what happened. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Maddie says, shaking her head. “I'm sorry, Presley. That truly sucks.” 
 
    Gina puts her arm around me. “Guys suck.” 
 
    I nod. “They do.” 
 
    The roar of an engine tears into the parking lot and I know without turning around that it's Trevor. 
 
    “There's the asshole now,” Bridget mutters, shaking her head. 
 
    The truck screeches to a stop somewhere, but I won't turn around and look. I hear the doors open and slam shut. There isn't the usual laughter that accompanies them when they cross the parking lot. They reach the sidewalk and they're now in my field of vision. Trevor is looking straight ahead, his eyes nowhere near me. Jake is walking next to him, chattering in his ear.  
 
    Brett, however, is looking at me. 
 
    There's no menace, no sneering like usual. 
 
    He's just staring at me as they walk, a can of Red Bull in his hand. He takes a long drink from the can, then turns away from me, and drops into a trash can. They reach the front of the building and disappear inside. 
 
    I realize I've been holding my breath and I exhale. 
 
    Bridget touches my elbow. “You gonna be okay?” 
 
    I don't think I have a choice. “Yeah. I'll be fine.” 
 
    We walk inside and the first bell rings. I walk to my locker, the girls head to theirs, I empty my bag into mine. 
 
    “Hey,” a voice says.  
 
    I jump, not expecting anyone to be there. I turn and Derek is standing there, smiling at me. 
 
    “Sorry,” he says. “Didn't mean to scare you.” 
 
    “It's okay,” I tell him, turning back to my locker. “Just wasn't expecting you.” 
 
    “Last night was kinda crazy, yeah?” he says. 
 
    “Um, yeah. Totally.” 
 
    “Did you get caught?” he asks. “A couple of us ran and hid down the beach for, like, two hours until they were all gone.” 
 
    “No,” I tell him. “Didn't get caught.” 
 
    “I saw you,” he tells me. “But didn't get a chance to talk to you.” 
 
    I close the locker door, turn, and look at him. “Yeah. I wasn't there very long before it all...happened.” 
 
    He leans against the locker next to mine and smiles. “I'm glad you didn't.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    He shoves a hand in the pocket of his shorts. “I wanted to ask you something.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah. Do you know about Fall Ball?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I have no clue.” 
 
    He laughs and nods again. “Okay. So, it's sort of like our homecoming, but we don't really do a homecoming the same way other schools do. But it's pretty much just like our fall formal dance.” 
 
    My stomach twinges. “Oh. Okay.” 
 
    “And...I was wondering if you wanted to go with me?” he says, dropping his chin to his chest, looking down at me. 
 
    “Me?” I ask, shocked. “You want to go with me?” 
 
    “I'd like to, yeah,” he says, laughing. “Why is that so weird?” 
 
    It's weird for about a million reasons. Because we didn't get off to the best start. Because of Shanna. Because of Trevor. Because of a million reasons. 
 
    “Oh, I wasn't trying to be rude,” I tell him. “Sorry. I just...I just didn't know anything about it.” 
 
    “Then I'm guessing no one else has asked you?” he says, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Before I can answer, I glance past him. Trevor is coming around the corner and the girl I'd seen him with a couple days before is draped all over him. His arm is wrapped around her waist and her mouth is next to his ear as they walk. Brett and Jake are trailing behind them. Jake is on his phone and Brett is looking in my direction. Trevor glances toward me and hesitates just a fraction when he sees me.  
 
    And Derek.  
 
    Trevor quickly looks away, but Brett doesn't. They hang a right and disappear down the hallway. 
 
    I look down at the ground for a moment. I can't believe he's with her, not more than a couple hours after we were in bed together. I'm not sure what I was expecting when we left it on such a bad note, but seeing him with her like that just hurts me in a way I don't think I've been hurt before. 
 
    “Hey,” Derek says. “You okay?” 
 
    I'm not. I'm as far from okay as I've been in a long time. 
 
    But I'm also pissed off.  
 
    Pissed off that he thinks he can just use me for one night and then kick me to the curb and laugh at me while does it. 
 
    Maybe in the past he could've done that. 
 
    But not now. 
 
    I look at Derek. “I'm okay.” 
 
    Because fuck Trevor Robinson. 
 
    “And I'd love to go with you,” I tell him. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY FOUR 
 
      
 
    By lunchtime, the news has spread. 
 
    Everyone knows I'm going to the Fall Ball with Derek Morgan. I can tell by the looks I'm getting, all of the side eyes that are landing on me as I walk to class. When I get in Gina's car to head to lunch, it's way too quiet and I know the girls all know, too. Gina is behind the wheel, Maddie is up front next to her, and Bridget is in the back seat next to me. 
 
    “Okay,” I say. “Let me have it.” 
 
    “Is it true?” Gina asks, glancing in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Yep. I told him I'd go with him. He asked me this morning before first period.” 
 
    “Are you sure you wanna go with him?” Bridget asks. “I mean...are you sure?” 
 
    I nod my head. “Yep. As soon as I saw Trevor with that little skank again, I told him yes.” 
 
    “I hear he flipped out,” Maddie says. “When he found out.” 
 
    My hand folds into a fist. “Who? Trevor?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says, twisting around in the seat. “Someone told him in second period and he literally walked out of class and didn't come back.” 
 
    “Good,” I say. “Fuck him. I'm not some sex toy he can just toss aside when he's done with me. I hope he's pissed off.” 
 
    We drive for a minute and no one says anything. 
 
    “What about Shanna?” Bridget finally asks. 
 
    “What about her?” I snap. “He asked me. And she told me the other day they were over. She made a point of telling me that and that Derek isn't a bad guy. So why would I care about her?” 
 
    “I was just asking,” Bridget says. 
 
    I cringe at how shitty I'm being and put my hand on her arm. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to be a bitch.  But I don't see why I should be making decisions based on if I'm going to upset other people.” 
 
    “It's fine,” Bridget says, smiling at me. “You can be a bitch. I just don't want you to get hurt.” 
 
    “Why would I get hurt?” I ask. 
 
    “Because Trevor's an asshole and Shanna's a fucking snake,” Gina says from upfront. “Because being on the wrong side of those two seems like a place no one wants to be.” She pauses. “But Derek is fine and I'm gonna need a report on what he's like in the sack.” 
 
    All four of us burst out laughing and it's what we needed to break the tension. But I'm suddenly aware that maybe I have no clue what I'm doing. 
 
    I lean back in the seat. “I don't know. Maybe I'm just being stupid. I know I'm trying to piss Trevor off and that's not fair to Derek. But he's been really nice to me after that first night. Am I being stupid?” 
 
    Maddie turns around again and looks at me over the top of her sunglasses. “There's nothing wrong with trying to piss off a guy who treats you like shit. And, look, I don't know about Derek. We've known him forever. And yeah he comes off like a serious douchebag sometimes, but so do half the guys in this stupid ass school. If he's been nice to you and you wanna go out with him, then do it.” She looks at the other two. “And we'll support that, right?” 
 
    Bridget nods immediately. 
 
    “As long as you guys support my deflowering a junior,” Gina says. “Then yeah.” 
 
    We all laugh again as she pulls into the parking lot of The Hamburger Hut. I'm still not sure I'm making the right decision, but I'm also tired of second guessing myself. I thought there was something with Trevor, but I think I just got suckered. That's more on me than him anyway. So I'm not going to feel guilty because another guy asked me to go to a dance with him, no matter who doesn't like it. If people want to talk about it, they can talk about it. I can't stop them and I'm not going to waste my time trying.  
 
    We go inside, order, and our food arrives faster than normal. I'm ravenous and tear through my burger and fries. I'm halfway through the chocolate shake when I spy Brett coming in the front door. 
 
    Alone. 
 
    He looks immediately toward our booth and heads in our direction. 
 
    “Oh, what in the fuck?” Maddie whispers, seeing him coming. “This is the last thing we need right now.” 
 
    Gina turns in her seat just as he gets to the table. “Wow. Your master let you come here by yourself? That's a new one. You must be growing up.” 
 
    Brett ignores her, staring at me. “I need to talk to you.” 
 
    I shrug. “Then talk.” 
 
    “Alone,” he says. 
 
    “Fuck off,” Bridget says. “We're having lunch.” 
 
    He ignores her and stares at me. “I'm not leaving until we talk.” 
 
    “And he's letting you talk by yourself?” Gina says. “I don't even wanna know what you had to do to earn that privilege, but I'm assuming it involved being on your knees.” 
 
    “Fuck off, Gina,” he says, frowning, but his eyes stay on me. 
 
    “Alright,” I say. 
 
    “You don't have to,” Bridget says. “You don't have to do anything he says.” 
 
    “I know,” I say, sliding out of the booth. “But now I'm curious.” I nod to the door. “Let's go.” 
 
    I follow Brett outside to the parking lot and he leads me to a silver Toyota Tacoma. He stops when he gets to it and turns around. “The fuck are you doing?” 
 
    “Uh, talking to you?” I answer. “Because you wanted to talk to me alone?” 
 
    “Not what I mean and you fucking know it,” he says. “I mean with Morgan.” 
 
    “I'm apparently going to some formal with him,” I say. “I thought everyone knew about the dance? Maybe Trevor hasn't told you about it?” 
 
    He leans back against the truck, his arms folded across his chest. “I'm not fucking around, Presley.” 
 
    “Well, Trevor is, so I don't really care what you're doing,” I say. “And, honestly? Fuck you and him and Jake. You guys show up on the beach and harass the shit out of me. You look at me like all you want me to do is spread my legs for you. You cut my fucking leash when I'm out in the water not bothering anyone. And now you're here, trying to get me to take you seriously?” I laugh. “You're a fucking joke and I don't care if you're fucking around or not. And I may have hit that turnstile one time in Trevor's bedroom, but I'm not hitting it again. Ever.” 
 
    He turns and looks away for a moment.  
 
    It feels good to call him out, to say everything I've been thinking. I never would've said anything like that to anyone in the past and it's shocking how cleansing it feels to spit everything out, to not hold it all inside.  
 
    Brett turns back to me. “That's what you think?” 
 
    “What's what I think?” I ask, irritated that I'm even standing there with him. 
 
    “That there's a turnstile to his bedroom?” he says.  
 
    It's not the question I'm expecting and it surprises me, throwing me off my game for a second. “I don't give a shit if there is or not. You're missing the point.” 
 
    “You can't go to that dance with Morgan,” Brett says. 
 
    “Gee, I don't recall asking permission from you, Dad,” I snap.  
 
    “I'm serious.” 
 
    “So am I. I don't need you or anyone else to tell me who I can go to a dance with,” I tell him. “Quit wasting my time.” 
 
    Brett looks down at the ground for a moment. “He's freaking out.” 
 
    “Who?” I say, already knowing, but not wanting to say his name out loud. 
 
    “You know who,” he says, looking at me again. “Trevor. He's freaking out.” 
 
    “Maybe he should've thought of that before he bailed on me this morning and then was letting Holly Skankpants stick her tongue in his ear,” I tell him. “So I don't give a shit if he's freaking out. And how fucking lame are you to let him send you here to tell me that? Jesus, have some pride.” 
 
    “He doesn't know I'm here,” Brett says. “I came on my own. He got called into the office because he bailed on second period when he found out about you and Morgan. So that's where he is.” 
 
    I'm not sure whether I believe him or not. 
 
    “There's no turnstile to his bedroom,” Brett says, then frowns. “Or whatever you wanna call it. It's not like that.” 
 
    “So he was a virgin, too?” I say. “Give me a fucking break.” 
 
    He starts to say something, then something flashes through his expression. “What?” 
 
    “I don't believe that for a second,” I say. “Don't lie to me and tell me he's been saving himself.” 
 
    “He isn't,” Brett says. “Or wasn't or whatever. But wait. That was...your first time?” 
 
    My cheeks are burning and I can't find the words. 
 
    “Wow,” he mutters, looking away.  
 
    “Oh, that's super shocking?” I say, angry at his reaction. “That I haven't just been opening my legs for every guy I run into? Yeah, not sorry for that.” 
 
    Brett holds up a hand. “Not what I meant. Sorry.” 
 
    The apology is strange, like he's saying a foreign word that I've never heard before. 
 
    “I'm going back to finish my lunch,” I tell him. “With my actual friends.” I walk past him, back toward the restaurant. 
 
    “I'm not sure anyone else has ever been there,” Brett says. 
 
    I stop and turn around. “What?” 
 
    “His house,” he says, looking at me. “I'm not sure he's ever taken another girl back there.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I say because I can't believe that's true. 
 
    Brett shrugs. “Believe what you want, but I'm pretty sure that's the truth.” He shakes his head. “You aren't seeing it. You're different. For him.” He unfolds his arms and pulls his keys from his pocket. “And now you're fucking it all up.” 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY FIVE 
 
      
 
    We got back to school from lunch, but I can't keep my head clear. 
 
    Was Brett telling me the truth? And if he was, why was he bothering to tell me? What did it matter to him? I just didn't believe that Trevor had created some sort of sanctuary in his house and I'd all of a sudden been chosen to enter it, when he'd kept others away. It didn't make sense to me. 
 
    I'm thinking about all of that when Shanna takes the seat next to me in art. I've been dreading this moment since I told Derek yes. I know that she's told me he's fair game, but I also know that people don't always let go so easily. 
 
    “Do you see it?” she asks, setting her bag down next to her desk. 
 
    “See what?” I respond. 
 
    “The elephant in the room,” she says. “I guess we need to talk about it since everyone else fucking is.” 
 
    I nod slowly. “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    “Not gonna lie,” Shanna says, looking at me. “I was pretty pissed when I heard. Not just that you said yes, but that he asked. I know we had that conversation and I told you whatever I told you, but...it still made me want to puke.” 
 
    I don't say anything. 
 
    “Derek and I have been together since, like, sixth grade,” she says. “Off and on and not like middle school matters, but you get what I mean. We've been together. And, yeah, we fight like shitheads a lot, but we always come back together.” She pauses, tapping her fingers on her desk. “It's just what we've always done. And I know I told you we were over for good and that he liked you and all of that shit, but it's still just...weird. And it doesn't help that people are just running their mouths all day long.” 
 
    “I'm not sure I understand what you're telling me,” I say. 
 
    “I'm not telling you anything,” she says. “I told you I don't have any claim over him and that he liked you and that he's not a bad guy. I just know that everyone expects us to have it out in front of school and I'm telling you I'm not looking to do that.” She shrugs. “He asked you, you said yes, and that's that. I need to deal with it and I might be kind of a bitch about it, but whatever.” She sighs. “I guess I'm just telling you that whatever I'm feeling, I'm not pissed at you or anything like that.” 
 
    It's not at all what I'm expecting to hear from her because I was sort of figuring she did want to have it out with me in front of the school. I knew what she'd said to me before, but I also know that things can change really fast. I wouldn't at all have been shocked if she'd come at me with claws. But she hasn't and I'm surprised and conflicted. 
 
    “Should I have said no?” I ask her. 
 
    “Why would you say no?” she says, leaning back in her desk. “It's Derek. He's hot, he's captain of the football team, and he's single. What is there to say no to?” 
 
    “I don't know,” I tell her. “I feel like I said yes without thinking.” 
 
    “I mean, I'm sure Trevor isn't happy about it,” she says. “But that's your business. If you mean you said yes without thinking because of me, okay. But I told you it was all cool, so there was nothing to think about.” 
 
    I'm not sure how she's managed to go from raging bitch to reasonable person in about a week, but she has, at least in my opinion. I appreciate her honesty and I still feel guilty about agreeing to go to a dance with her ex-boyfriend. 
 
    “I'm not awful,” Shanna says, like she's reading my mind. “I know people think I am and I know that I've given them reasons to think that, but I'm not.” She laughs. “At least not all of the time.” 
 
    I laugh, too. “If what you're really trying to tell me is that it makes you super uncomfortable, I'll tell him no. I'll back out.” 
 
    She shakes her head fiercely. “No, that's not what I'm trying to tell you. At all. Don't back out. That wouldn't be cool, either.” 
 
    She's right. It wouldn't be. I've said yes and now I need to follow through.  
 
    And live with the consequences. 
 
    “We should go get coffee,” Shanna says.  
 
    I look at her, surprised by the offer. 
 
    “I can tell you about him,” she says. “The things he likes, the things he doesn't. Not so you'll do all of the right things and avoid the wrong ones, but just you'll know. Like, inside information.” 
 
    I'm not sure I want to hear all of those things, but I like that she's making the offer. I don't want an enemy and I don't want to be caught in the drama of a breakup. It's probably harder than she makes it sound and I know she's trying to be nice to me. 
 
    “Okay,” I say. “That would be cool.” 
 
    She smiles at me and the bell rings, as the last few stragglers make their way into the classroom. Two boys who I don't know turn to us as soon as they walk in and it's clear that they are expecting something. 
 
    “Nothing to fucking see here, Joey,” she hisses at one of them. “So maybe just give Seth a reacharound, like you normally do?” 
 
    Both of them go red in the face and keep walking to their seats. 
 
    She turns and smiles at me. “Fuck the elephant in the room.” 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your mother was pretty angry,” my father says. 
 
    We're sitting at home, sharing a pizza he brought home. True to his word, he made it home for dinner after not being home the previous night. The first few minutes are nerve wracking because I'm worried that he knows that I was gone all night and he's waiting to say something, but it becomes clear pretty fast that he really was working all night and really doesn't know that I wasn't home. I'm able to relax and eat some of the pizza. 
 
    Until he brings up my mother. 
 
    “Oh,” I say, reaching for another slice out of the box between us. 
 
    “Presley,” he says, pointing the crust in his hand at me. “She's still your mother.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So she's your mother and no matter what's gone on between us doesn't mean it has to affect you.” 
 
    “Except it does,” I tell him. “She left. She's with Roger. We're here. The end.” 
 
    “It's not the end,” he says, not bothering to hide his irritation. “You still have to have a relationship with her. It doesn't just end because we live in different places.” 
 
    “I'm not going there for Thanksgiving,” I tell him. “I won't get on an airplane and you can't make me.” 
 
    He drops the piece of crust to his plate and wipes his hands with the paper napkin. “I'm not telling you that you have to go anywhere. Let's not jump the gun yet on that. All I'm trying to tell you is that I think it's important that you talk to her and see where it goes.” 
 
    “Not to her house.” 
 
    He sighs. “Presley, stop. This isn't a contest. She just wants a relationship with you. And, no, it won't be what you once thought it was. But it can still be...something.” 
 
    I'm angry that he's taking her side. Or that it feels like he's taking her side. There was no decision for me when they split up. I knew that I wanted to live with my dad and I told them both that, looking them both in the face, on the couch in our old house. My mom tried to tell me that I didn't have to make such a fast decision when they told me about the divorce, but I looked her right in the face and told her I didn't need anymore time. I was going to live with my dad and not her. 
 
    And that was never going to change.  
 
    “Just think about it,” he says. “Think about giving her a call in a day or two. Start there and see where it goes.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, having no intention of calling her. 
 
    “You done?” he asks, pointing at the box.  
 
    I nod and he closes the lid. Then he glances at his watch. “I have a favor to ask.” 
 
    “I can do the dishes,” I tell him. “And clean up. It's fine. Thanks for getting the pizza.” 
 
    “I appreciate that and I'll let you do both of those things,” he says. “But that's not the favor I need.” 
 
    “Uh, okay. What is it?” 
 
    He glances at his watch again. “Can you be ready to go in half an hour?” 
 
    “Go where?” 
 
    “To Frank Robinson's home,” he says. 
 
    Hearing his name is like a punch to the face. “What?” 
 
    “He wants me to come over for a drink and to go over some paperwork,” he explains. “And he specifically asked if you'd come along, so his son wouldn't feel like a third wheel.” 
 
    “No,” I say, shaking my head. 
 
    He raises an eyebrow and I know I've declined too quickly. 
 
    “That was...fast,” he says. “I'd really like you to come.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I can't. I have...homework. I can't.” 
 
    “We won't be long,” he says. “I'd really like you to come with. Because he asked if you would.” 
 
    “Just tell him I can't,” I say. “School stuff.” 
 
    He purses his lips and lowers his chin and I know I'm screwed. 
 
    “Presley,” he says. “I need you to come. He specifically asked if you would and this guy is the biggest client I have right now. And he's...big. If he goes away, I'm...well, I don't know what I am, but it won't be fun. So I don't want to rock the boat with him and if he's asking for something simple like for you to join us so that his kid is entertained, I need your help.” 
 
    I look down at what's left of the pizza on my plate and it no longer looks appetizing.  
 
    “What's wrong?” he asks. “Do you not like his son?” 
 
    Oh, I just lost my virginity to him last night, Dad, and he turned out to be a giant asshole. No big deal. 
 
    “It's just...I don't know,” I tell him. “I'm tired and I do have homework and I just was hoping to stay home tonight and go to bed early. 
 
    He reaches across the table and pats my hand. “I understand.” 
 
    For a moment, I think I'm off the hook. 
 
    “So I promise we won't be there long,” he says. “If you go get ready now and we can be out of here in twenty minutes, we'll be home early. You have my word.” 
 
    And just like that, I'm back on the hook. 
 
    And it feels like the hook is sticking me right in my heart. 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY SEVEN 
 
      
 
    I take the full twenty minutes to get ready, switching back and forth between not caring about how I look to thinking I should show up looking better than he's ever seen me. I settle for somewhere in between, pulling on a denim skirt and a short-sleeved yellow top and running a brush through my hair. I touch up my makeup and put in gold hoop earrings. I look good, but not like I've spent an hour getting ready because the last thing I want Trevor to think is that I got ready for him. 
 
    My dad asks me questions as we drive over to their house, asking about my classes and friends and the normal parental questions. I give him mostly truthful answers, staying away from mentioning anything about Trevor or the parties. He seems pleased that I've made friends with Bridget and am not eating lunch by myself.  
 
    “We need to get you a car,” he says. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    He laughs. “I didn't think that would be a tough sell for you. Maybe we go shop this weekend?” 
 
    I look at him. “Are you serious?” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah. You need your own car and, money-wise, we're in good shape right now. So, let's go look on Saturday and see what we see.” 
 
    “I'll take anything,” I tell him. “Seriously. I don't need anything new or expensive.” 
 
    “We'll get you something you aren't embarrassed to drive to school,” he says. “Not that that's the most important thing in the world, but I know I've asked a lot of you lately and I appreciate that you've sort of rolled with the punches. We're in a good spot. So, consider it a thank you gift. Or something like that.” 
 
    It's one of those things I haven't been pushing him about for a million reasons. The divorce, the move, the new job, all of that. As much as I want my own car, I haven't wanted to add to his list of things he has to deal with. But I'm thrilled that I might finally be able to have my own car. 
 
    “Thank you,” I tell him. “Really. Thanks, Dad.” 
 
    He smiles and nods and no matter how I feel about the divorce and the move and everything else, I know I'm living with the parent I really want to live with. 
 
    When we pull up to the Robinson's house, he lets out a soft whistle. “Holy crap. Maybe I'm not charging him enough. You ever seen anything like this, Pres?” 
 
    The front of the house is much like the back – lots of glass and angled white stucco. Huge palm trees frame the exterior. Trevor's truck and a sleek, white Mercedes are both parked in the crescent-shaped driveway that cuts through the emerald colored lawn.  
 
    “Uh, no,” I lie. “Pretty amazing.” 
 
    We park behind the Mercedes and I try my best to ignore the knots in my stomach. I know that if I'd fought my dad hard enough, I probably could've stayed home. But I also know that if I'd done that, he would've started asking me more questions that I'm not sure I would've had the answer to. I also don't want to put him in an awkward position with his most important client. 
 
    Stomach, meet knots. 
 
    The massive doors open before we get to them and Frank Robinson stands there, holding up a hand in greeting. He's dressed the opposite of the last time I've seen him. He's wearing a red golf shirt, tan shorts, and no shoes. I realize how much he looks like an older version of Trevor.  
 
    “You found it,” he says, offering his hand to my dad.  
 
    “We found it,” my dad replies. “What an amazing house.” 
 
    “It's a good home,” he says, making it sound both awesome and normal at the same time. He smiles at me. “It's nice to see you again, Presley. I'm glad you came along with your father.” 
 
    “Nice to see you, too,” I say. 
 
    “I think Trevor is out on the water, but I told him to come in by 6:30,” Frank Robinson informs me. “Come on in and I'll show you guys around and get you down to his room so you can drag him inside.” 
 
    The mention of Trevor's room tightens the knot in my gut, but I manage a smile as he ushers us inside. 
 
    We're on a level of the house I didn't see when I was there. It's all open air and from the entry way, we can look across the formal living area out to the bay and the Pacific. The elevated view is even better than the one from downstairs. 
 
    “Can I get either of you something to drink?” Frank asks. “Stephen, I've some small batch bourbon that you'll love if you like bourbon.” 
 
    “That works for me,” my father says. 
 
    “I'm fine,” I tell him. 
 
    “Let me give you guys a quick tour before we settle in,” Frank says. 
 
    The rest of the house is just as impressive as what I saw before. The master bedroom is almost the size of our entire house, there are bathrooms in nearly every hallway, and I don't think there's a spot in the house that you can't see the water from. I manage not to throw up when we get down to the bottom level and he shows us Trevor's room. 
 
    “Presley, that door back there will take you out to the back lawn and if he's not back, you'll probably be able to see him coming in off the water. And if you don't see him, holler at me and we'll track him down.” He smiles at my dad. “I think you and I will head back upstairs to get you that drink and talk business, if that's okay?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” my dad says, then looks at me. “We'll be up there if you need anything.” 
 
    “And feel free to help yourself to the fridge down here if you change your mind about the drink,” Frank says. “If you don't see what you want, yell at me, and I'll find it.” 
 
    I hate that Mr. Robinson is so nice. I want him to be awful like his son, so that I can be angry with him, too, for being forced to come to his house. But he's friendly and warm and kind and I can't find anything to dislike about him. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “I'll be fine.” 
 
    They both nod and head back up the stairs to the level above. 
 
    I'm standing in the doorway to Trevor's room and I can't get my feet to move any further. All I can think about is the beer bottles crashing to the ground and our naked bodies moving together on his sheets. And how good it felt in the moment. 
 
    And how terrible it felt the next morning. 
 
    I finally get my legs to work and I walk tentatively into his room. The bed is made and his surfboards are in the corners. Not that I expect anything different, but the floor is so clean, you'd never know that it had been covered in broken glass and beer.  
 
    Like it never even happened.  
 
    I look around his room and take notice of the things I didn't see before. A tall, black dresser. A walk-in closet with no doors. A tall bookshelf near his bed. 
 
    I walk as far around the bed as I can, like it's poison ivy, and get to the bookshelf. It's maybe seven feet tall with six shelves in it, with all kinds of books lining them. Novels, comics, photography. I see several books on surfing, what looks to me like a lot of mysteries, and stacks of comics that I'm not familiar with. I crouch down to get a look at the bottom shelf. It's mostly older hardcovers and most of them are mysteries. But laying flat across the top of them is a book about half an inch thick with no cover. There's a rubber band around it, a pencil tucked inside the rubber band. I hesitate for a second, the pull the book out.  
 
    I sit down on the floor, pull the pencil out, then remove the rubber band.  
 
    Then I stop. 
 
    I don't know what's inside and I'm not normally one to invade someone else's privacy. Just because I've found the book, doesn't mean I should open it. The right thing to would be to put the rubber band back around it, replace the pencil, and put it back on the shelf.  
 
    But then I think of what happened in his bedroom and whisper “Fuck him” as I open it up. 
 
    It's a sketchbook, all pencil drawings. There are pictures of the ocean and surfboards and houses and people I don't recognize. They are all super-detailed and the kind of drawings you'd expect to see someone selling at an art fair or something. I can't believe Trevor has drawn all of these and for a moment I convince myself that it's someone else's. Except that his initials are in the bottom right corner of every single drawing. 
 
    I page through the drawings, reluctantly marveling at how good they are. The pictures of the ocean are honestly amazing and something I'd hang up in my room if anyone else had drawn them. There's a picture of a surfboard that I recognize as being the same one standing in the corner of his room.  
 
    I get to the last page and it's not finished. It's half the face of a girl with long hair, her expression somewhere between a smile and a smirk. Her hair is pushed back over her head to one side and it looks like it's wet.  
 
    And then I can't breathe. 
 
    Because I realize that it's my face. 
 
    “The fuck are you doing?” a voice snaps behind me. 
 
    I start from my spot on the floor and fumble with the book. I lay it back on top of the books on the bottom shelf and spin myself around. 
 
    Trevor stands there, wearing just a pair of black trunks, his hair wet and tousled. His hands are on his hips and he's pissed. 
 
    “Nothing,” I say. “Your dad told me to wait down here for you.” I push myself off the floor and stand up. “I was looking at your books.” 
 
    He looks past me at the bookshelf, then at me. “He tell you to go through my stuff?” 
 
    “I wasn't going through your stuff,” I shoot back. “I was just surprised that you're able to read.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth flicks up into an almost smile, but he doesn't say anything. Then the almost smile disappears and it's replaced with something I can't quite place. Something that indicates he knows something that I don't. 
 
    “Sorry I'm late,” he finally says. “Got caught up...doing something else.” 
 
    “Right,” I say, wary of the apology. “I only came because my dad made me.” 
 
    He laughs. “Right. I'm sure it had nothing with wanting to come here and go through my shit.” 
 
    “I wasn't going through your shit,” I tell him. “Believe what you want.” 
 
    “So maybe you just wanted to come back to my room,” he says. “Maybe that's it.” 
 
    “Trust me, that was not it,” I say. “This is the last place I want to be.” 
 
    He tilts his head and I try to ignore the beads of water on his broad chest. And the way his hair looks perfect. And the sparkle in his eyes.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Look, I didn't come here to fight with you,” I tell him. “I'm only here for my dad. So we can just here and not talk to one another until they're done for all I care.” 
 
    He looks at the bed, then grins at me. “You sure you don't want to do something...else?” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “We did that.” 
 
    “And won't ever again,” I tell him.  
 
    “Don't make promises you can't keep,” he says. 
 
    “I don't.” 
 
    He laughs, like he knows I'm lying. I'm not, but the way he laughs, the way he dismisses what I'm telling him, makes me think I might be wrong. 
 
    I start to tell him something else, something that will make me feel better, but I stop when I see movement behind him, coming in through the door.  
 
    “Trev,” Holly Nichols says, dripping wet in a black bikini. “What's taking so long?” 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Holly takes notice of me, looking me up and down, then pulls her hair behind her head with both hands. “Oh.” 
 
    I know that I shouldn't be surprised, but I am. I can't help it.  
 
    “You two know each other?” Trevor asks with a smile. 
 
    It's clear that he knows we don't. 
 
    Neither of us says anything. 
 
    “Holly, New Girl,” he says. “New Girl, this is Holly.” 
 
    Holly covers her mouth with her hand to hide a laugh. I know he wants me to react, so I make sure that I don't. At least not in the way he wants me to. 
 
    “Hi,” I say.  
 
    Neither of them know what to do with that. 
 
    “I wanted to see what your room looked like in the daylight,” I say. “Since I was only here at night.” 
 
    Holly's hand drops from her face and there's no laugh there now. 
 
    Trevor doesn't say anything. 
 
    “Did you bring her here for the same reason you brought me?” I ask him. “You want me to get you guys some beer so you can do it exactly like we did?” 
 
    Holly frowns, looking at Trevor. 
 
    He stares at me. 
 
    “And Brett told me you don't usually bring girls here,” I say. “Guess he was lying about that.” 
 
    Now he looks confused. “You talked to Brett?” 
 
    “More like he talked to me,” I tell him. “But it's all good.” I look at Holly. “I'm sure the sheets are clean.” 
 
    “What's she talking about?” she asks. 
 
    “Nothing,” he says, frowning. 
 
    “He didn't tell you?” I say. “He brought me here, too. Through that same door.” I look at him. “What was it? Twenty four hours ago? Maybe a little more?” 
 
    He's not embarrassed by what I'm saying, more angry.  
 
    “Trevor,” Holly says. “What's she talking about?” 
 
    “Shut up,” he says, frowning again. He looks at me. “I didn't think you'd come.” 
 
    “I came because my dad asked me to,” I tell him. “I was hoping you wouldn't be here. Thought you'd be busy babysitting.” I look at Holly, then him again. “And I guess I was right.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth does that flicker thing. 
 
    Holly, however, doesn't find it funny.  
 
    “Fuck you, bitch,” she says, planting a hand on her hip. “At least he's with me.” 
 
    I look at Trevor. “So you guys are a couple now? Congrats.” 
 
    “We aren't a couple,” he says. 
 
    Holly's posture loses some of it's confidence.  
 
    “But I'll get out of your way,” I tell them. “So you guys can do whatever you need to do.” I smile at Holly. “It won't take long. I promise.” 
 
    Trevor fights off the smile again and I'm more irritated that he's amused rather than angry. I want him to be pissed off. I know he's done all of this on purpose to try and hurt me. It does, but there's no way I'm showing him that. 
 
    “Fuck off,” Holly says. “Maybe just leave and go be jealous somewhere else?” 
 
    I snort. “Sure I'll go do that. You two have fun.” 
 
    I walk around the bed, keeping my eyes locked with his, hoping he thinks of me while he does whatever he's going to do with her. It's the smallest bit of satisfaction I can find for myself. 
 
    “See ya later,” Holly says. “New Girl.” 
 
    That freezes me in my tracks. Something about hearing it come out of her mouth. I'm not sure if it's the words or because she's copying Trevor or what, but something about hearing it come from her mouth enrages me. It's not hers to use. I hate it when he says it, but there is something disgusting about hearing it come from her.  
 
    I turn to face her. “What did you say?” 
 
    She seems pleased that she has my attention, standing a little taller, glancing at Trevor, before she turns back to me again. “I said see ya later.” She pauses and I feel it coming. “New--” 
 
    She never gets the girl part out of her mouth because my fist smashes into her face. Her nose buckles against my knuckles and she stumbles backward into the wall. She screams and her hands fly to her face. Blood leaks like water between her fingers and onto her hands. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Trevor whispers, looking at me. 
 
    “Oh my god,” she whimpers. “Oh my god.” 
 
    I look at my hand. It's speckled with blood and the skin across my knuckles is broken. My hand shakes and I can't believe I've just punched Holly Nichols in the face. I've never punched anyone in my life. 
 
    Footsteps race down the stairs outside Trevor's room and Trevor's father is standing in the doorway with mine. 
 
    “Trevor,” Frank Robinson says, looking at his son, then me, then the bleeding girl curled up against the wall. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    Trevor looks at me. 
 
    I look at his father, then mine. “I did it. I hit her.” 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTY NINE 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” my father asks as we drive away from the house. 
 
    I look out the window and don't say anything. Frank Robinson brought ice and a towel to Holly, then suggested to Trevor that they get her to the emergency room. Then he'd looked at me. 
 
    “And maybe your daughter can explain to you what happened on your way home, Stephen,” he said, giving us our cue to leave. 
 
    My father doesn't say a word to me until we were out of the driveway and now I can see he's furious with me. 
 
    “Nothing's wrong with me,” I say. 
 
    “Really?” he says, his hands gripping the steering wheel so tightly that his knuckles go white. “You just punched a girl in the face and did who the hell knows what to her. That isn't normal.” 
 
    “You don't understand,” I say. 
 
    “Then you better explain it to me.” 
 
    But I can't explain it to him. I can't explain to him what happened between Trevor and me. I can't explain to him what Trevor is like or why he brought Holly to his house. I can't explain to him what she said to me that set me off. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I say. 
 
    “I would hope so,” he snaps at me. “But that doesn't fix much of anything. Not only did you hit that girl, but it looks like you broke her nose. That's assault, Presley. And you did it at the home of a client who literally can make or break me. Do you understand all of that?” 
 
    Tears sting my eyes as I look out the window. “I'm sorry, Dad.” 
 
    “Sorry doesn't fix anything!” he says, his voice rising. “What happened? What caused you to punch some girl in the face?” 
 
    I think again of all the things I can't explain to him. 
 
    The tears spill down my cheeks. 
 
    “I don't know,” is all I can manage. 
 
    “You don't know,” he says, like the words are hard for him to say. “You don't know.” 
 
    I look at my hand. Two angry, red slashes run diagonally across my knuckles. They throb and I flex my hand, then lay it flat against my thigh.  
 
    “You better figure it out,” my father finally says. “Because what you did back there is inexcusable and you better hope she doesn't press charges. You better hope.” 
 
    I wipe at the tears on my face with my hand that doesn't hurt. “I'm sorry, Dad.” 
 
    “Yeah, you said that,” he answers. “And it's not enough.” 
 
    I look out the window and I know it's not. 
 
    I know it's not. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 FORTY 
 
      
 
    Bridget picks me up in the morning and I can immediately tell that something isn't right. She's quiet and isn't smiling as we back out of the driveway. 
 
    “Everyone knows,” she says, glancing at me. “About what happened at Trevor's last night.” 
 
    “That's weird,” I tell her. “Because everyone wasn't there.” 
 
    “Presley, what the hell happened?” 
 
    I lean back in the seat. “I punched that girl in the face and broke her nose.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    I know that I broke her nose because Frank Robinson called my father after we got home to tell him that her nose was broken. He and Trevor took her to the emergency room, where they did whatever they do for a broken nose. My father walked into my room to report the news, then immediately turned around and left. 
 
    “She was there with him,” I tell Bridget. “He did it on purpose. They were out surfing or on the water or whatever. I don't know. I was in his room, waiting for him, and then she came in.” 
 
    “And you just hit her?” she asks. 
 
    I look down at my hand. The cuts on my hand have started to scab over. The skin around them is red, puffy, and angry-looking. 
 
    “No,” I say. “She called me New Girl.” 
 
    “And then you hit her?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “I know it doesn't make sense.” 
 
    “Why were you even there?” Bridget asks. “At Trevor's house?” 
 
    “Because his dad works with my dad,” I say. “Or my dad works for his dad. I don't even know. But his dad invited mine for drinks to go over some paperwork or something and he invited me, too. My dad wanted me to go, but I didn't want to. I told him I didn't want, but he basically told me I had to go. I finally gave in and went.” 
 
    “And you really punched her?” she asks, glancing at me as we drive. “In the face?” 
 
    I nod slowly. “Yep.” 
 
    We drive in silence for a minute. 
 
    “Why did you go?” she finally asks. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Why did you go to his house?” she says. “Why didn't you just stay home?” 
 
    “I told you. My dad wanted me to go.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you could've gotten out of it?” she asks. “Right?” 
 
    “I tried.” 
 
    “How hard?” 
 
    I'm surprised that she's grilling me like this. “I mean, I feel like I tried pretty hard. I told him I didn't want to go, that I had homework, but he was set on me going because Trevor's dad invited me. Why does it matter? Trevor was the one who brought Holly there and she was the one who was taunting me.” 
 
    She shifts in her seat. “I get all that, Presley. But...you punched a girl in the face. And, I mean, let's be honest. Trevor was just using her to piss you off. You said so yourself. And it totally worked. I'm not sure Holly really deserved that.” 
 
    This isn't at all what I was expecting from her. I thought she'd be supportive and tell me that it all sucked, but she understood. Instead, I am getting the opposite. She seemed nearly as upset as my dad was. 
 
    “And I told you this was going to happen with him,” she says, shaking her head. “I told you.” 
 
    “I know you did,” I reply. “You don't have to remind me.” 
 
    “Maybe I should have.” 
 
    I look at her. “You're seriously mad at me?” 
 
    She doesn't answer right away and that somehow makes it worse. 
 
    “I don't know,” she finally says. “I just...I was just surprised when I heard.” 
 
    “And what else did you hear?” I ask. “What else do I need to be worried about?” 
 
    “It doesn't matter what I heard,” she says. “I just don't understand why you were there.” 
 
    “I told you why. My dad asked me to go. I tried to tell him no, but he pretty much forced me to go. He doesn't know anything about what happened with Trevor, so it's not like I had a great reason to give him as to why I couldn't go,” I tell her. “He's trying to make an impression with Trevor's dad and because he invited me, my dad expected me to go.” 
 
    I'm angry. I expected support from her, but now I'm having do defend myself. 
 
    She glances at me. “Did she try anything with you?” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I ask. 
 
    “Like, did she swing first?” she asks. “Did she push you?” 
 
    “No,” I tell her. “She called me New Girl. Twice. I told you.” 
 
    She flipped her blinker on and turned us into the school parking lot. “So you punched her because of something she said? Because she called you a name?” 
 
    I look away from her. 
 
    She pulls us into her parking spot and turns the car off. “Look, I just don't get it. You can't just hit someone because of something they said to you. That's not cool. I don't care if it was some chick Trevor's screwing around with.” She pauses. “You should be better than that.” 
 
    I don't disagree with her, but it's not what I need to hear right at that moment. I need her to be a friend, to be supportive, and to help me figure out how to get out of the mess I've created for myself. I don't need someone else telling me what to do. 
 
    I push open the door and get out. “Well, I guess I'm not.” 
 
    I hear her calling after me as I walk away, but I keep walking and I don't turn around. 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY ONE  
 
      
 
    I keep my head down for the first half of the day, barely looking anyone in the eye. I skip lunch with Bridget, Gina, and Maddie because the idea of getting grilled some more and made to feel like I've done something wrong turns my stomach. I know I've done something wrong and I don't need to be reminded. What I need is for someone to tell me that they get it, that they understand why I did it, and that I'm not a horrible person. 
 
    But maybe I am. 
 
    I hide in the computer lab rather than going to lunch and I'm staring mindlessly at the screen when Shanna sits down in the chair next to me. “Hi.” 
 
    I barely look at her. “Hi.” 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    I nod. “Sure.” 
 
    “You don't sound like it,” she says. 
 
    I shrug.  
 
    “I heard what happened,” she says. “You really broke her nose?” 
 
    “Apparently,” I say.  
 
    I wait for her to judge me or tell me that I shouldn't have done it. 
 
    “Good,” she says. “That's bullshit.” 
 
    I look at her, surprised. 
 
    “Seriously,” she says. “That's bullshit. She had to know full well that stuff's been going on with you two, so it's not like she showed up there and was surprised to see you. She saw you jump off the pier with him. She was happy to go along with the whole thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don't know,” I say.  
 
    “I do know,” she says, leaning toward me. “Fuck her. That was a bullshit move. She had to know Trevor was trying to piss you off and she was happy to play along. She's lucky all you did was punch her in the face.” 
 
    I look around the lab. “How the hell does everyone know?” 
 
    “Because she put it out there,” Shanna says. “She snapped a pic of herself and put it on her story. After that, it's like wildfire.” She smirks. “So she couldn't have been in too much pain if she was able to do that.” 
 
    I nod, thinking about that, just grateful that someone seems to be on my side. 
 
    “What did Trevor do?” she asks. 
 
    “Honestly, I don't remember,” I say. “It's all just a blur and then I left with my dad.” 
 
    “You should've punched him, too.” 
 
    I laugh and it's the first time I've laughed since it happened. 
 
    Shanna does, too. 
 
    “Why aren't you at lunch?” she asks. “I just came in here because I had to print something off and I saw you sitting here.” 
 
    “Not hungry,” I tell her.  
 
    She eyes me and I think she suspects something else, but she doesn't ask. “Ah, okay.” She nods at the door. “I've gotta go meet Jessica and Lisa so we can grab some food. Do you want to come with us?” 
 
    I'm surprised at the invitation and she sees it on my face. 
 
    “Don't worry,” she says. “It's cool. They know you and I are cool now.” 
 
    I appreciate the invitation, but I don't feel like eating or sitting somewhere that I can be looked at like I'm a fish in a tank. 
 
    “I'm gonna pass,” I tell her. “But thanks. I just don't want to eat. Or do much of anything.” 
 
    She starts to say something else, but the teacher from the check-in desk comes over. “Are you Presley Baxter?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “I just received a phone call,” she says. “You're wanted in the principal's office. Right now.” 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY TWO 
 
      
 
    Shanna walks me to the office because I can't remember where it is, gives me a quick hug, then tells me she'll see me in art. I watch her walk down the hall before I push open the door to the office. 
 
    A woman with short blonde hair and a serious expression is staring at a computer screen and barely glances at me. “Yes?” 
 
    “I was told I needed to come down here,” I tell her. “I'm Presley Baxter.” 
 
    She tears her eyes away from the screen, gives me the once over, and holds up her index finger. “Stay right there for a second.” 
 
    I stand there while she picks up her phone, says my name into it, nods, then hangs up. She points to the double glass doors behind her on the right. “Go right in there. They're expecting you.” 
 
    My stomach lurches, not knowing who exactly is behind the door, but I nod back at her and head for the doors. My hand is shaking as I reach for the handle. I push the door open and step inside. 
 
    My father is sitting across from a woman I've never seen before. She has short dark hair, flecked with gray and reading glasses on the end of her nose. She's wearing a red dress and her expression is more serious than the one on the woman's face in the front of the office. 
 
    My father turns around. “Presley.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I ask. 
 
    “Please have a seat, Presley,” the woman behind the desk says. “I'm Mrs. Young. I'm the principal here at Sunset Beach.” 
 
    I look at my dad. He points to the seat next to him and I take it. 
 
    “Presley, my understanding is you were involved in an altercation with another student yesterday,” Mrs. Young says. “Is that correct?” 
 
    “Uh...yes,” I tell her. 
 
    “And my understanding is that you struck this other student?” she asks. “And that it was not in self-defense?” 
 
    I look at my father for guidance, but he is just looking at me, waiting for the same answer she is. 
 
    “It wasn't self-defense,” I tell her. “But she--” 
 
    “Did she do anything to you at all?” Mrs. Young asks, cutting me off. “Anything physical that provoked the attack?” 
 
    I don't say anything. 
 
    “Presley,” my dad says. “Answer the question.” 
 
    I clear my throat. “No. She didn't touch me. She said something. That was it.” 
 
    “Do you and this student have any sort of history?” Mrs. Young asks. “Have there been any altercations in the past?” 
 
    I think about seeing her wrapped around Trevor and realize those are the only times I've ever seen her. With Trevor. 
 
    “No, not really,” I say. 
 
    Mrs. Young nods slowly, her red lips pinched together. “Alright. I appreciate your honesty. I called your father here because we don't issue disciplinary action without a parent present. I became aware of what occurred this morning when I received a call from the other student's mother.” 
 
    “But this didn't happen at school,” I say. “Why does it matter?” 
 
    “Because you both are students here,” she explains. “Because we have a duty to provide a safe environment to all of our students and staff. And after what's occurred, the student you assaulted is concerned for her safety.” 
 
    “I won't go near her,” I say. “I swear I won't. I know...I know it was wrong. It's not going to happen again.” 
 
    Mrs. Young forces a smile on her face. “I appreciate you saying that and I hope that's the truth. But I do think there needs to be a cooling off period.” 
 
    I look at my dad, not understanding, but he's looking at Mrs. Young. 
 
    “I'm issuing you a two day suspension,” she informs me. “You'll be going home with your father for the remainder of today and that will be treated as an excused absence. The suspension will be for tomorrow and the day after. You may not attend school or be on the grounds at any time after you leave with your father today. You may not attend any school sponsored events during those two days. Your teachers will provide you with the work that you missed and you'll be given an additional two days to make up the work and get it turned in.” 
 
    “I won't do anything,” I tell her. “You don't have to suspend me.” 
 
    “I'm afraid I do, Presley,” she says. “Our code of conduct is straightforward. And I do need to inform both of you that if this happens again, you will be looking at expulsion.” She looks at my father. “There is a review process, but that's truly just a formality. If another assault of any kind occurs, she will be asked to leave the school.” 
 
    My father gives her a curt nod. 
 
    “You don't have to do this,” I say, tears in my eyes. “I won't do it again. I won't even talk to her.” 
 
    “I think that would be best for everyone,” Mrs. Young says. “But the decision has been made. You can go to your locker with your father, but then we'll need you to leave campus. We'll see you back here on Monday and please check in with this office when you return on Monday before class.” She stands and looks at my father. “Thank you for your understanding.” 
 
    My father stands and they shake hands.  
 
    “I'm sorry for the trouble,” my dad says. “I can assure you it won't happen again and Presley and I will be talking about all of this before she returns next week.” 
 
    Mrs. Young nods. “Thank you.” 
 
    I sit because I feel like I'm going to throw up and my legs don't feel like they can hold me.  
 
    “Presley,” my dad says. “Let's go.” 
 
    I push myself out of the chair and look at Mrs. Young. Her hands are clasped together in front of her, almost like she's in church or something. She nods at me without a smile. 
 
    And my father escorts me out of the office. 
 
    So I can start my suspension. 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY THREE 
 
      
 
    “I'm going to have to go back to the office,” my dad says. “I left as soon as the principal called me, but I have to go back.” 
 
    I'm slumped against the passenger door. I don't say anything. 
 
    “I don't want you going anywhere while I'm gone,” he says. “We'll talk more about all of this tonight.” 
 
    “Great,” I say. 
 
    “Presley,” he says and it's sharp and angry and something I haven't heard from him in a long time. “I mean it. We will talk more about this tonight.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say. 
 
    We stop at a red light and he taps the steering wheel with the palm of his hand, shaking his head. “I just don't understand it, Presley. This isn't like you. It's not like you to get in trouble and it's sure not like you to punch some girl in the face for no reason. I just don't get it.” 
 
    I think about trying to explain it all to him, about Trevor and what's happened between us and why Holly was there and why I just snapped. But I don't think he'll understand and I know he's already in a hard spot with Trevor's dad. I don't want to make it worse for him. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I say and it comes out as a whisper. “I really am.” 
 
    The light changes to green and we start moving. 
 
    “Why did you do it?” he asks, glancing at me. “Just tell me.” 
 
    I don't want to lie to him. “It's complicated, Dad.” 
 
    “How complicated can it be?” he asks. 
 
    “It just is,” I tell him. “I'm sorry. I swear it won't happen again. And I'm sorry I made things weird for you with Mr. Robinson.” 
 
    “I can handle that,” he says. “It's bigger than that, though, Pres. You can't take out your anger on someone like that, no matter what it's about.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell him. 
 
    He sighs and I know he's frustrated because I don't offer more. But I don't know that I have anything else to give him.  
 
    We drive in silence the rest of the way home. 
 
    “I'd take your phone,” he tells me when we pull into the driveway. “But that doesn't seem practical in case I need to reach you.” He pauses. “But we're going to need to talk about a punishment.” 
 
    “Okay,” I tell him, not wanting a fight. 
 
    “I will make sure I'm home by 7,” he says. “We'll have dinner then and discuss...everything.” 
 
    I gather my bag from the floor and push the door open. 
 
    “You know she could press charges, right?” he says. 
 
    My stomach tightens. “Who? Holly?” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah. If her parents were upset enough to call the school, there's reason to think they might also file a police report.” 
 
    I get out of the car and look at him. “Do you think they will?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” he says, rubbing at his forehead like he has a headache. “We can talk about it tonight. Just stay home and I'll let you know when I'm on my way.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say. 
 
    I hesitate just a fraction of a second, thinking he might tell me it'll be okay or that he loves me or anything that might make me feel a tiny bit better.  
 
    But he doesn't and I close the door. He backs out of the driveway and heads away from the house without so much as a glance, leaving me standing there. 
 
    Alone. 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY FOUR 
 
      
 
    I'm home for an hour, curled up on my bed, slowly eating my way through a bag of Doritos, when the doorbell rings. I haven't checked my phone, I haven't turned on the TV, and I've been staring at the wall, putting chips in my mouth. I can't stop thinking about Trevor and Holly and Mrs. Young and the police, all of them flashing through my head like slides on a screen. 
 
    I ignore the doorbell the first time it chimes, then groan when it rings a second time. I grab the bag of chips, slide off my bed, and head for the front room.  
 
    The glass on the front door is frosted and I'm not tall enough to reach the peephole. I shift the bag to my right hand and open the door with my left. 
 
    Trevor is standing there. 
 
    “Go the fuck away,” I say, immediately closing the door. 
 
    He jams his hand against it, keeping me from closing it. “Wait. Just wait.” 
 
    “I swear to god I'll call the cops,” I tell him. “Leave.” 
 
    “Would you chill for just a second?” he says. 
 
    “You want me to chill?” I ask, infuriated. “You want me to chill? After I punch your fucking girlfriend in the face and she called the school and got me suspended? I should chill out? Go fuck yourself!” 
 
    I push hard on the door, but it doesn't budge. 
 
    “Just listen to me,” he says. “For thirty seconds.” 
 
    “No. Go away. I need to get ready to go to jail or wherever I'm gonna end up.” 
 
    “You're not going to jail,” he says. 
 
    “How the hell would you know?” I ask. 
 
    “Because my dad is going to take care of it,” he says. 
 
    That stops me. “What?” 
 
    “He's going to take care of it,” he says again. “He's going to make sure nothing happens to you. He tried to take care of it before the suspension, but it was too late. Her parents had already called the school.” 
 
    “How?” I ask. “How is he going to take care of it?” 
 
    “Because it's what he does,” Trevor says. “And because I asked him to. Trust me. Nothing's going to happen.” 
 
    “Trust you,” I say. “Yeah, right.” 
 
    He runs his free hand through his hair. He's wearing a black T-shirt, gray shorts, and sandals. He is impossibly tan. I realize it's the first time I've seen him with a shirt on in a few days.  
 
    “If you let me in, I can explain,” he says. 
 
    “I don't want you in my house,” I tell him. 
 
    He takes his hand off the door and takes a step back. He spreads his arms wide. “Okay. Come out here then? So we can talk?” He smiles. “And maybe give me some Doritos?” 
 
    I look at the bag in my hand because I've forgotten that I'm holding it. I step outside and pull the door closed behind me, but don't offer him the chips. “Fine. Talk.” 
 
    He runs a hand through his hair again and damn if that isn't the sexiest thing ever. 
 
    Focus, I remind myself. 
 
    “After you left, we took her to the ER,” he says. “Her nose was broken.” 
 
    “I know that,” I tell him. 
 
    “Her parents came and were totally freaked,” he explains. “My dad tells them what happened and they're super pissed. We leave and my dad starts grilling me on the way home.” He pauses. “I told him it wasn't all your fault.” 
 
    “How fucking noble of you,” I tell him. 
 
    “I didn't give him all the details,” he tells me. “I guess I can if you want.” 
 
    My cheeks grow warm and I'm pissed that he's able to embarrass me. 
 
    “I just told him that it wasn't all your fault,” he says. “That there was some shit between the two of you and that it wasn't just you smoking her with a sucker punch.” The corner of his mouth flickers upward. “Though, it kinda was. Didn't know you could throw a right hook like that.” 
 
    “Happy to show you again if you need to see it,” I tell him. 
 
    He laughs. “I'm good, but thanks.” He rubs at the stubble on his chin. “Anyway, my dad's going to talk to her dad today and make sure it's over.” 
 
    “How's he gonna convince him?” I ask. 
 
    Trevor rolls his icy blue eyes. “Man, I don't know. It's what my dad does, okay? Like, everyone does business with him and they don't wanna piss him off. He said he'd call them and make sure nothing else happens and when he says shit like that, it happens.” He shrugs. “If you're worried about the cops, you can stop. It's not gonna happen.” 
 
    I want to believe him, but I'm wary. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay?” he says. “That's it?” 
 
    “What else do you want?” 
 
    “Thank you would be cool.” 
 
    “You want me to thank you?” I ask. “For your dad fixing something that you started? Really? How about if I call up your dad and tell him why she was there?” 
 
    He shrugs again. “You can, I guess. I can't stop you.” 
 
    But he knows I won't and I hate that I know I won't. 
 
    “I'll thank him if I ever see him again,” I say. “But I don't see anything to thank you for.” 
 
    He stares at me for a moment. “Okay.” 
 
    We stand there in silence for a moment. A car drives down the street. I realize that I don't see his stupid truck taking up space and blocking the sun. 
 
    “Why the fuck did you bring her?” I ask. 
 
    “To piss you off,” he says. 
 
    The directness of his answer surprises me. I thought he'd give me something other than the truth and I'm not sure how to follow up. 
 
    “I knew you were going to be there,” he continues. “My dad asked me to be home and when he asks me to do something, he's not really asking. It's more like a...command.” 
 
    “Like with your future career plans?” I says, remembering the conversation at dinner and how Trevor looked as his father talked about what he'd study in college. 
 
    He purses his lips, then nods. “Pretty much. My dad is used to giving orders. Not super big on feedback. That's how I know Holly's family isn't going to call the cops.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “So he told me to be home and I said I'd be there,” he explains. “I called Holly, she came over, and then it all went to shit.” 
 
    “Just like that.” 
 
    He nods. “Just like that.” 
 
    “So why'd you even call her then?” I ask. Then I hold a hand up. “You know what? I actually don't care. I don't need the details.” 
 
    “You want the details,” he says, smiling. 
 
    “Not if they involve you sticking your dick in her, I don't.” 
 
    He throws his head back and laughs. “You're hilarious. She wanted me to, but I didn't. This time.” 
 
    I'm not sure if he means he's had sex with her in the past or if he plans to in the future, but I don't ask. 
 
    “I sort of thought you'd get pissed when you saw her,” he says. “And I was right.” 
 
    “I was pissed because I saw her with you,” I tell him. “Because we did...whatever it was we did and you were just onto the next thing.” 
 
    His smile fades. “I wasn't onto the next thing, Presley. That was your interpretation. You decided that. And then you told that motherfucker Morgan that you'd go to the dance with him.” He shrugs and there's a coolness to him now that wasn't there before. “So, whatever.” 
 
    “You fucking stormed out on me after we slept together,” I say. “What the fuck else was I supposed to think?” 
 
    “I didn't storm out on you,” he says. “I asked you to go surfing, you said no and that you had to go. It was pretty much a hit and run on your end. So I figured okay, whatever. Do your thing.” He stares at me. “And I'll do mine.” 
 
    I shake my head. “The world doesn't revolve around you.” 
 
    “A lot of times it does.” 
 
    “If my dad had caught me, I would've been screwed,” I tell him. 
 
    “More than you are now?” he asks. 
 
    I roll my eyes because I know he just won't let it go. “Whatever. I didn't storm out on you. And I've never even hit, much less hit and run.” 
 
    He folds his arms across his chest. “Brett told me that, too. For real?” 
 
    “Yep. So maybe rethink your whole hit and run scenario, alright?” 
 
    He looks away for a long moment before looking at me again. 
 
    “But you did agree to go out with Morgan,” he says. “And that's bullshit.” 
 
    I can see that it's an argument he's not going to let me win. There's no point in going in circles. I look at the street. “Where's your truck?” 
 
    “Left it home today,” he says. “Driving something else.” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    He jerks his thumb toward the driveway. “Over there.” 
 
    I can't see from where I'm standing. 
 
    “Come look,” he says. 
 
    Before I can tell him no, he turns and walks away. I hesitate, then set the bag of chips on the ground and follow him around the walk. 
 
    To a motorcycle. 
 
    I don't know anything about motorcycles, but I do know that this one is gorgeous. It's black and silver and midnight blue and looks like a blur, like it's gone so fast that all of it's parts have melted to make it look like a rocket ship.  
 
    “I don't drive it to school because some asshole will hit it or knock it over,” he says, standing there, admiring it. “I don't want it fucked up.” 
 
    It's motionless in the driveway, but somehow manages to look like it's ready to jettison off into space. It's energy personified. 
 
    “You ever ridden one?” he asks. 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “You want to?”  
 
    I look at him. “I'm grounded. I can't leave the house.” 
 
    He looks at the house, then at me. “No one else is home, though, right?” 
 
    I don't say anything. 
 
    “So your dad won't know if you're gone for a little bit,” he says. 
 
    “I can't,” I say. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I can't,” I say. 
 
    “Can't?” he asks. “Or won't?” 
 
    “What's the difference?” 
 
    He walks over to the bike and throws one leg over the machine. He leans back and looks at me. “Come on. Short ride to the beach and back. You'll love it.” 
 
    I don't say anything. 
 
    “I can see it on your face,” he says, smiling. “You want to...straddle it.” 
 
    I make a face and he laughs. 
 
    “Okay, get on,” he says, tapping the seat behind him. “If you don't want to go anywhere, we won't go. If you just wanna see what it feels like to sit on it, we'll just sit here.” 
 
    “You'll take off,” I say. “I know you will.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “No, I won't, Presley. I won't go anywhere unless you tell me to.” 
 
    I can't lie. I do want to sit on the back of the bike. And I want to feel like what it's like to hold onto him on the back of it. I don't want to want either of those things, but I do. 
 
    I look at him. “Tell me about the picture.” 
 
    “The picture?” 
 
    “That you drew. Of me.” 
 
    He looks away for a second, rubs at his chin, then looks at me. “I drew the picture of you because I can't stop thinking about you. It's a way to see you when I'm not around you.” 
 
    Again, I'm not expecting the directness, the bluntness. It freezes me for a moment because it seems like the rare bit of honesty I get from him. 
 
    “I didn't know that you're an artist,” I say. 
 
    “Not sure I am,” he answers. “I draw. I mess around with shit.” 
 
    “What I saw was good. Really good.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he says. “Are you getting on with me or not?” 
 
    I hesitate, then walk to the back of the bike. I awkwardly throw my leg over, doing my best not to touch him. I wobble on the back of it, but get my weight centered over the seat, and keep myself righted.  
 
    “Can you feel it?” he asks. 
 
    “Feel what?” 
 
    “All that power,” he says. “Between your legs.” 
 
    I make a fist and pound it into his back.  
 
    He leans forward, laughing. “What? I'm not kidding. Don't you feel it? It's like riding thunder or something.” 
 
    He isn't wrong. There's an energy from the bike that I swear I feel.  
 
    “You want me to turn it on?” he says. 
 
    I know what the right answer is, but give him the wrong anyway. “Yes.” 
 
    He pushes a button and the bike vibrates beneath us, humming to life. It's like if a tiger is purring and we're on it's back. The hair on the back of my neck stands up. 
 
    “We can be back in five minutes,” he says over his shoulder. “Quick spin and we'll be back. Swear I'll turn around as soon as you tell me to.” 
 
    I'm still angry with him. I still don't understand him. And I still remember what it was like being with him in his bed. 
 
    So I give him the wrong answer again. 
 
    I wrap my arms around his waist. “Yes. Go.” 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    It is like riding thunder. 
 
    We back out of my driveway and the bike shoots forward, rocketing down the street. Trevor's body is like a rock and I lock my arms around him, pressing into the back of him. He slows as we reach the corner, then flicks his wrist, and the bike shoots forward again through the intersection, the bottom dropping out of my stomach like it might on a roller coaster. The wind whistles into my ears and I turn my head to the side, pressing the side of my face against his back.  
 
    We coast to a stop at another stop sign. He flicks his wrist again and the engine roars beneath us, but we don't move. He revs it several times, like he's making it sing.  
 
    Trevor turns back over his shoulder. “Hang on.” 
 
    I'm not sure I can hold on to him any tighter, but I make sure my arms are locked around his middle. The engine soars again and this time, we do take off, blasting away from the stop sign, everything around us a blur of wind and air. My stomach drops again and I grit my teeth, refusing to scream. I squeeze my eyes shut. 
 
    The bike dips and turns, slows down and catapults forward, the engine changing volume levels every so often. I have no idea where we're heading because I can't open my eyes. The side of my face is glued to Trevor's back and my arms are clamped around his midsection.  
 
    But I'm not scared. 
 
    It's thrilling and even though my stomach keeps trying to leave my body, it's better than the best amusement park ride I've ever been on. 
 
    Finally, the motorcycle coasts to a stop and the engine goes quiet. Trevor steadies us with his feet, clicks the stand into place, and I slowly open my eyes. 
 
    We're at the beach. 
 
    “Thought you could use the fresh air,” he says.  
 
    My arms ache from holding onto him so tightly. I unclench them and lean off of his body. The sand is nearly barren and the water is empty. The breeze coming off the ocean feels good. 
 
    He contorts himself enough to get his leg over the bike and steps off. He reaches for me and lifts me off the bike by my hips before I can object, treating me like I weigh no more than a paperclip. He sets me gently on the pavement and lets go of me. 
 
    He turns to the water. “It's quiet down here in the middle of the day. That's why I cut class when I can and come down here.” 
 
    “How do you cut class?” I ask. 
 
    He shrugs. “It's, like, an auto call thing that comes to the house. I get it before my dad does and I just call back in, telling them I was out for some bullshit reason. They don't care.” He laughs. “They literally don't care.” He points at the sand. “You wanna go down there?” 
 
    I hesitate. 
 
    “Or I can take you back,” he says. “Your call.” 
 
    I'm not used to him even giving me a choice and it unnerves me. 
 
    I walk past him without saying anything and head to the sand. 
 
    It's warm beneath my feet as I sink it into it. It's been groomed and barely walked on, unlike the lumpy mounds it becomes later in the day with hundreds of people tromping all over it. The waves are small and the water is quiet, even next to the pier. 
 
    “You been underneath the pier?” he asks, coming up next to me. 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    He takes my hand without asking and pulls me toward it. I look up, remembering how I felt up there with him, right before we jumped, and my stomach feels the same way again as we walk toward it. 
 
    It's a massive wooden structure and, underneath it, I feel like we are looking at its bones. The wood is weathered and damp and different pieces seem to be standing at odd angles, but the water echoes off the pilings as it rolls in, creating a kind of tunnel effect, and it's hypnotizing to listen to.  
 
    We step into the water and the cold temperature, like always, shocks me at first. Trevor walks in like he doesn't even notice he's not on the dry sand. My fingers are folded into his and they are the warmest part of my body. 
 
    He passes a set of pilings and we are in the water up to our calves. He points to the end of the pier. “There's a space out there where you can shoot from one side of the pier to the other if you catch the wave right.” 
 
    “Shoot the pier,” I say. 
 
    He looks at me. “Have you done it?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. Just read about it.” I pause. “Have you?” 
 
    He smiles. “All the time. Especially this time of day when it's wide open out here.” 
 
    “Seems kinda scary.” 
 
    “You could do it,” he says. “You're good enough.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I ask. 
 
    “I watched you,” he says. “You're good enough.” 
 
    I'm not sure what to say, but I like that he thinks I'm good enough. I can feel the anger I had toward him seeping out of me. I want to hold onto it, but it doesn't want to stick around. 
 
    “I didn't know it was your first time,” he says, his voice quieter. “You should've told me.” 
 
    “What? Like announced it?” I say, frowning. “Might've ruined the moment.” 
 
    “I don't know,” he says, glancing at me. “I just...I didn't know.” 
 
    “No way you would've,” I tell him, leaning back against one of the massive pilings. 
 
    He steps over to me and looks down at me. “I would've stopped if you'd asked me to.” 
 
    My heart starts racing. “I didn't want you to. And would you have been any different in the morning?” 
 
    He stares at me for a long moment.  
 
    I'm trying to find my breath. 
 
    “I don't know,” he says. “Maybe.” 
 
    The water splashes around our legs and he leans down and kisses me. I wrap my arm around his neck and kiss him back. He tastes like salt and heat and mint. He leans into me, pinning me against the wooden post and I wrap one leg around his, pulling him tight to me. 
 
    His mouth moves from mine to my ear. “Presley.” 
 
    His whisper makes me want him more and I grind my hips against his, my body on fire as the water ebbs and flows around us. My hands move to his waist and I unbutton his shorts. 
 
    “You sure?” he asks. “Right here?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, moving his shorts down just far enough so I can take him in my hand. “Right here.” 
 
    He groans and his hands move down the sides of my body, ranging underneath my skirt. His hands  move to my ass and he lifts me up, as my skirt rides up my thighs. I wrap my arms around his neck and hold onto him, smashing my mouth into his. He keeps one arm around me, holding me up against the piling and the fingers on his free hand pull my underwear aside just enough for him to slide into me. 
 
    I moan and bury my face in his neck. There's no pain this time, just a rush of adrenaline as we move together. I rock against him, pushing against him, and he whispers my name again. 
 
    “Presley.” 
 
    It comes at me in a rush and I cry out as my body spasms against him, a wave of heat and light exploding through me. My nails are digging into his skin and I feel like a rag doll, flopping against him, as a second wave crashes through me, right behind the first. I'm light-headed as I feel him slip out of me, groan, and shiver against me, his spasms mirroring mine. 
 
    We stay like that for awhile and the only things I hear are our breathing and the ocean moving around us. I'm clinging to him like a small child and his hot breath tickles my neck. My back aches against the wood, but I don't care. 
 
    “Can you stand?” he finally asks. 
 
    I nod and loosen my legs from around him, sliding down his body until my feet are in the ocean again. He keeps his one arm around me, but uses the other to pull his shorts back into place.  
 
    He puts his forehead against mine. “I didn't bring you down here for this. Just fyi.” 
 
    “Didn't say you did,” I tell him, wrapping my arms around him.  
 
    “You are...something else,” he says and he's smiling as he says it. 
 
    “Thanks,” I says. “I think.” 
 
    We stand like that for awhile, the water rushing in around us, the shadows of the pier getting longer on the water. I'm not sure how I can want to be with someone who drives me so insane, but I know that standing with him is the only place I want to be. 
 
    But I know we can't stay. 
 
    “I should go home,” I finally say. 
 
    I brace for a moment, thinking he'll object, remembering how he flew off the handle before when I told him I needed to leave his house. 
 
    But he doesn't do anything other than take my hand and walk me back up the sand. We get back on the bike and it purrs to life beneath us. I put my arms around him again, getting as close to him as I can.  And, while I don't say it out loud, there's just one thing running through my head. 
 
    I'm falling in love with Trevor Robinson. 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY SIX 
 
      
 
    We are back in my driveway and I kiss the back of Trevor's neck before I get off the motorcycle. He pulls me back to him when my feet hit the ground and kisses me, only letting me go when I pull away. For a moment, I think about bringing him into the house and letting it all play out again, but I'm not brave enough to offer that. 
 
    “I'm glad I came over,” he says, smiling. 
 
    “Thanks...for the ride,” I say. 
 
    We both laugh and I'm not even a little embarrassed.  
 
    He shakes his head and runs a hand through his hair. 
 
    I want to devour him, right there on the bike. 
 
    “Maybe I'll come by again tomorrow,” he says. 
 
    “I'll be here,” I say. “Won't be at school, that's for sure.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says, then folds his arms across his chest. “So when are you gonna tell him?” 
 
    “Tell who what?” 
 
    “Tell Morgan you can't go to the dance with his sorry ass,” he says. 
 
    I haven't spent a second thinking about Derek or the dance or anything related to either. 
 
    “Oh,” I say. “I don't know.” 
 
    “Should call him now,” Trevor says. “Tell him you aren't going.” 
 
    “I mean...I will,” I say. “I haven't even thought about it, to be honest.” 
 
    “But you're not going with him,” Trevor says. 
 
    It's not even a question and it lights that fire of anger that's been diffused for the previous couple of hours.  
 
    “Like I said,” I tell him. “I haven't even thought about it. He's not on my mind. At all. Relax.” 
 
    He stares at me for a long moment. “You're not going with him.” 
 
    “I mean, as of right this second, if you want to get technical about it, I actually am,” I tell him, backing away from him and the bike.  
 
    It's not that I want to go with Derek. After everything that's happened with Trevor, I don't want to go with Derek. I don't want to do anything with him. But the way Trevor just puts it out there, as if he's dictating the terms, makes me push back. 
 
    “The fuck you are,” he says. “That shit isn't happening.” 
 
    “Are you even listening to me? And you don't get to say whether it happens or not,” I tell him. “How about if you let me make that decision? Because it's not yours to make.” 
 
    “He isn't who you think he is,” Trevor says. “You need to get that.” 
 
    “I'll get what I need to get,” I tell him. “On my own. Not because you told me what to do.” 
 
    He laughs and shakes his head. “Good to see nothing's changed.” 
 
    “Yeah. It sure is.” 
 
    “You just don't get it,” he says. 
 
    “Either do you,” I tell him. “Maybe shut up for a change and listen. You might like it.” I shake my head. “I mean, what the hell else do I need to do to prove to you that I'm not interested in him? Did you just magically forget what we just did? Or am I stupid to think it even matters to you?” 
 
    He glares at me, then pushes the button to start the motorcycle. The engine growls. 
 
    “I thought you might be worth it,” he says, shaking his head. “Guess I was wrong.” 
 
    “And I thought you might be an adult,” I shoot back. “Guess I was wrong.” 
 
    He circles the bike around so it's pointing out of the driveway now. He twists the throttle once, revving the engine. He looks at me. “But you aren't. You're just like the rest.” 
 
    “And you're just an asshole,” I say. 
 
    He laughs and shakes his head. He revs the engine again and the laugh dies away. He glares at me for a long moment and I can't believe we're here again. It's like Groundhog Day. 
 
    “Don't say I didn't warn you,” he says. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    He gives me one last look, revs the engine so loud again that it hurts my ears, and tears off down the street, disappearing around the corner in a haze of noise and smoke. 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY SEVEN  
 
      
 
    I go inside and shower the afternoon off of me.  
 
    There are no tears, just anger at Trevor's arrogance and assumptions. If he'd given me even half a second to tell him, I would've told him that I would cancel with Derek. I didn't even care if Trevor wanted to go, but I would cancel with Derek. But just thinking he could tell me to do it and then I'd just do it? 
 
    No fucking way. 
 
    I get out of the shower, pull on a T-shirt and pair of shorts, and spend the afternoon pacing my house and shaking my head, angry at both him and myself. No matter how I feel with him in the good moments, the bad ones are outweighing those. If he can't grow up, then he's not someone I want to be with. 
 
    Even if it feels like he's the only one I'm supposed to be with. 
 
    I check my phone and there are texts from Bridget, Gina, and Maddie. I ignore them, still harboring the sour taste in my mouth from Bridget getting on my case on the way to school. Just as I set it down, the phone rings and I jump, scared by the sudden noise after the quiet of the house. I don't recognize the number, but answer anyway. 
 
    “Hey,” Derek says on the other end. “Just calling to check on you.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say, surprised that he's calling. “Okay. I'm fine.” 
 
    “I heard about the suspension. That just sucks.” 
 
    I lean back on my bed, my wet hair sticking to my neck. “Yeah. But nothing I can do about it.” 
 
    “Did you really punch her in the face?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah. Dumb, dumb thing to do.” 
 
    “Wow,” he says. “Why?” 
 
    I think for a moment. “It's a long story and I just don't want to relive it.” 
 
    “Cool,” he says. “I get it.” 
 
    I'm glad that he does because it feels like all I've been doing is reliving that punch since the second I hit her. It won't leave me alone and it's blowing up my life. The last thing I want to do is explain it to him. 
 
    “You want me to come over?” Derek asks. “Keep you company? I could bring food over or something.” 
 
    I'm surprised by the offer. It's nice and sweet, but I don't need company. “Thanks, but not right now. My dad is still pretty angry and I'm pretty much on house arrest. Not a great time.” 
 
    “Got it,” he says. “Any chance you can get out on Saturday night?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” I tell him. “Why?” 
 
    “Party at my house,” he says. “My parents are going out of town, so I'm going to throw a big one. Be cool if you were here.” 
 
    “I don't know,” I tell him. “I doubt he's gonna let me do anything for the next month, much less the next four days.” 
 
    “Try,” he says. “Just try and come. I get it if you can't, but...I don't know. I'd just like it if you could come and hang out. With me.” 
 
    He's like the anti-Trevor. He's nice, he's polite, and he understands that I can't just do whatever he ask. I actually kind of want to go to the party. 
 
    “And I swear,” he says. “I won't drink very much so I don't act like an asshole.” 
 
    “You can do whatever you want.” 
 
    “I know, but last time I got drunk, I...acted like a jerk with you,” he says. “I don't want you thinking I'm a complete jerk. I'm maybe ten percent jerk.” 
 
    I laugh. “Just ten percent? Good to know.” 
 
    He laughs. “Maybe slightly more. Look, I just don't want you thinking I'm that guy from that night. That's all.” 
 
    “I don't,” I tell him. “It's fine.” 
 
    And I don't think he's the that guy. He's gone out of his way to be nice to me. He's funny. And he's not ordering me around. 
 
    “Well, just try to come,” he says. “I'd love to hang out with you before we go to the dance. Just spend some time with you.” 
 
    The dance. I don't want to think about the dance. I never should've said yes. On one hand, I feel like I need to keep that commitment. On the other hand...I know that I don't have feelings for Derek. 
 
    But is that only because I've been so focused on Trevor? 
 
    I don't have that answer at the moment. 
 
    “I'll try,” I tell him. “But no promises.” 
 
    “That's all you can do,” he says. “Give me a shout if you need anything.” 
 
    We hang up and I drop the phone on the bed next to me. I lean my head back against the wall.  
 
    I need a lot of things. 
 
    I'm just not sure what they are. 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “You're lucking out,” my father says, the first words he's spoken to me since we sit for dinner. 
 
    We are having dinner, tacos he brought home with him. He's been quiet since he came in the door and that always makes me nervous. I don't like it when he's mad at me.  
 
    “Why's that?” I ask. 
 
    He pushes one of the wrapped tacos in my direction. “I spoke to Frank Robinson before I left the office. He apparently has a relationship with the girl's family.” He looks at me over the table. “The girl you punched.” 
 
    I look down and unwrap one of the greasy tacos. 
 
    “He spoke to them today and they won't pursue anything else.” 
 
    I pick at the corner of the wrapper, but don't say anything. 
 
    “So you're lucking out,” he says again. 
 
    “I feel like you aren't happy about that,” I say, staring at the taco on the wrapper. 
 
    My father leans back in his chair. “It's not that I'm unhappy, Pres. Of course I don't want them to pursue criminal charges or anything else. I would never want that. But I still don't understand what happened and why you did it.” 
 
    I pick up the taco and take a bite so I won't have to answer him. 
 
    He shakes his head and slowly unwraps a taco of his own. “But that doesn't mean you're getting off free.” 
 
    I set the taco down and wipe my fingers on a paper napkin. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means that for the time being, you're grounded,” he says. “Home right after school. Home this weekend. No beach time. Nothing else.” 
 
    I'm fine with everything but the beach. That one stings. “For how long?” 
 
    “I haven't decided yet,” he says.  
 
    We eat in silence for awhile. The tacos are good, but my stomach is sour. Normally, we would've been chatting over them, talking about how good they are. But, now, we are just sitting there, eating and not talking. 
 
    “And I'm going to have to tell your mother,” he finally says. 
 
    My stomach rolls. “Why? What does she have to do with anything?” 
 
    “First and foremost, she's your mother,” he says. “You may live with me, but she's still your mother. This...is a big deal. You're suspended from school. So I need to keep her in the loop.” 
 
    I look down at the food and no longer feel hungry. “Great.” 
 
    “Presley, look at me,” he says. 
 
    I do. 
 
    “Is there something going on with you and Frank's son?” he asks, staring at me. 
 
    I don't know how to answer that.  
 
    “Were you upset that he brought a girl to the house?” he asks. “Is that why you punched her? Because if that's the case, then I'm very worried about you. That isn't okay.” He pauses. “Do you like him? Is this a jealousy thing?” 
 
    “I don't like him,” I say quickly. 
 
    I've just had sex with him twice. No big deal. 
 
    He stares at me, waiting for more. 
 
    “I...I just did something stupid,” I say, avoiding his questions. “I wasn't thinking and I don't have a good excuse. And I know that's not okay. All I can tell you is that it won't happen again. I don't like the girl and she said something to me and I reacted. It was dumb. I'm just...I'm just sorry, Dad. I really am.” 
 
    He folds his arms across his chest. “What did she say? What could she possibly have said that would cause you to react like that?” 
 
    I know he won't leave it alone until he gets some sort of answer. He's asked the same question now multiple times and I know he won't just forget about. That's not how he is. 
 
    “She called me New Girl,” I tell him, which is the truth. 
 
    “New Girl,” he says, repeating it slowly, as if he's trying to make sure he gets it right. “She called you a new girl and that's what upset you?” 
 
    “Not a new girl,” I correct him. “She called me New Girl. It's a...nickname that I've heard at school.” 
 
    Something flashes through his eyes and he nods slowly. “Okay. Meaning you're getting picked on for being new.” 
 
    “Not picked on,” I say, shaking my head. “Not like in elementary school or something. Just something...that stupid people have called me. Because I'm new. It's dumb and totally ridiculous that I've let it get to me.” I look at him. “But she called me that and I just...snapped. I don't know exactly why.” 
 
    His expression softens and I know I've pressed the right button. I don't want to make him feel guilty about moving us here, but I also don't want to answer anymore questions about Trevor.  
 
    “I'm sorry,” he says. “I'm sorry if the move has been hard on you and I'm sorry if it's caused problems for you at school. If you need to talk to someone there or need me to, then we should do that. I don't want you being harassed.” 
 
    “I'm not,” I tell him. “Honest. It's just a few kids and I just need to let it go anyway. It doesn't excuse punching her in the face.” 
 
    “No, it doesn't,” he says. “But at least I feel like I have a better handle on it.” 
 
    Which I know is what he wanted all along.  
 
    He takes a deep breath and exhales. “So. Grounded indefinitely. Probably have you do some stuff around here while you're home on suspension. You'll need to stay on top of the school work you're missing. And I guess we'll go from there.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, just relieved to be moving off the subject. I'm not happy about being grounded, but fighting it would be dumb. 
 
    And I've already done enough dumb things. 
 
   


  
 

 FORTY NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    It's Saturday evening and I'm home alone.  
 
    I spend Thursday and Friday at home. I get my assignments from my classes and I do them. My dad leaves me a list of chores and I do them. I glance at my surfboard multiple times, but don't pick it up. I am more bored than anything else. 
 
    I avoid calls and texts from Bridget. I know that I need to let it go and talk it out with her, but it still bothers me how quick she was to judge me and what I was doing at Trevor's. I'm not sure things will be the same again. 
 
    So now it's Saturday night and I'm home alone. 
 
    Again. 
 
    My father is at the office, meeting with out of town clients and then going to dinner with them. He's already told me he won't be home early. Which leaves me with a hot date with Netflix. 
 
    I'm flipping through shows, trying to decide what to watch, when the doorbell chimes. 
 
    And I'm surprised to see Shanna Becker on my front porch. 
 
    “What's up, bitch?” she says with a smile. “No way you're staying home tonight.” 
 
    She looks amazing. Tight pink shirt, white denim skirt, silver sandals covered in sparkles. Her hair is pulled up on top of her head in a way that looks both casual and better than everyone else's. 
 
    “I have to,” I tell her. “I'm grounded.” 
 
    “Being grounded is for middle schoolers,” she says, looking past me. “Can you sneak out?” 
 
    “My dad's not home,” I say, stepping out of the way. “Come in.” 
 
    She does and I close the door behind her. She looks around. “This is a pretty cool house.” 
 
    “It's fine,” I say because it's nothing compared to most of the houses in Sunset Beach. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    She turns and smiles at me. “I know you've been cooped up here all week on suspension. Thought it was time you had some fun.” 
 
    “I wish,” I say. “But I can't.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “My dad. I'm grounded indefinitely.” 
 
    Shanna looks around the living room again. “Except...he's not here.” 
 
    “I know, but I don't wanna make it worse,” I say. “I don't want him getting madder at me than he already is.” 
 
    She sets a hand on her hip. “There's a party at Derek's tonight.” 
 
    “I know. He invited me.” 
 
    “I know he did,” she says. “And he's pretty bummed you told him you weren't coming.” 
 
    I wave my hand around the room. “Yeah, well. Not much choice.” 
 
    “Come on,” she says, wrinkling her nose. “I'll get you back before your dad gets home.” 
 
    “I can't, Shanna,” I say. “I just don't wanna risk it.” 
 
    She purses her lips, then raises an eyebrow. “I swear I'll get you back in time. He really wants to see you. And you have to be going stir crazy here.” 
 
    I sigh. “Like you don't even know.” 
 
    “His house is sick,” she says with a wicked smile. “You'll fucking love it.” 
 
    I feel myself weakening. I know my dad will be gone until well past midnight. That means I've got multiple hours to kill until he's home.  
 
    But I also screwed up and I need to accept that I screwed up. 
 
    “I can't,” I tell her. “I just can't.” 
 
    She nods slowly and a smile spreads across her face. “I'd hate to have to bring everyone over here.” 
 
    “What? No, you can't,” I say. “My dad would freak.” 
 
    “Which is why you should come with me,” she says, linking her arm with mine. “Come on. You have my absolute word I'll get you back before you turn into a pumpkin. Jess and Lisa are out in the car and they want you to come, too.” 
 
    “Jessica and Lisa?” 
 
    “They don't bite,” she says. “At least until I tell them to they don't. Look, things are cool with us now. It's okay. I mean, I'm trying to get you to go to my ex-boyfriend's house. Hello?” 
 
    I'm not sure about them not biting, but I do appreciate that she's not freaking out about Derek anymore. 
 
    And I really can't find anything good on Netflix. 
 
    “You swear you'll bring me back when I tell you to?” I ask. 
 
    She holds up her hand like a Boy Scout. “I swear.” 
 
    I unlink my arm from hers. “Give me five minutes.” 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY 
 
      
 
    “Do not open that in here,” Shanna says. 
 
    “I wasn't going to!” Lisa answers. 
 
    We are in Shanna's apple red Mercedes GLE. She and Lisa are upfront, I'm in the back with Jessica. Music is pulsing from the speakers and Lisa is threatening to open the bottle of grape vodka in her lap. 
 
    “You totally were,” Shanna says, swatting at her arms. “Not in the car.” 
 
    “You're no fun,” Lisa pouts. She twists in the seat to look at me. “Do you like flavored vodkas, Presley?” 
 
    “Sure,” I say.  
 
    “This grape stuff is the shit,” she says. “You're going to love it.” 
 
    “No one loves it more than you,” Jessica says, rolling her eyes. “She sucks on that bottle like she...sucks on other things.” 
 
    They all laugh and I shake my head. It's weird being with them. It doesn't feel the same as being with Bridget, Gina, and Maddie. Not wrong, just different. It's like the first day all over again.  
 
    But I've read through all of my texts from Bridget. She wants to know how I am, but she doesn't apologize for how she reacted to me. That's all I want to see and I would've responded to her. 
 
    But she doesn't apologize and it pisses me off, so I'm in the Mercedes with Shanna, Lisa, and Jessica. 
 
    Jessica puts her hand on my arm. “It really is good stuff, though. You actually will love it.” 
 
    I nod. I'm not sure how much I'm going to drink because I'm already nervous about being out of the house when I'm not supposed to be. I have this vision of my dad coming home early from his meeting and freaking out when I'm not there. He's never once in his life come home early from a meeting, but I'm convinced this will be the night. 
 
    Shanna heads to a part of Sunset Beach that I haven't been to before, south of the high school, toward the back side of the bay. The streets are narrower and the homes are older, taller, like they've been squeezed in together. She turns down a tight street and I immediately see cars lined up on both sides. We barely fit through. She turns again and then we're in a driveway with a gate. She pushes a button and her window slides down.  
 
    “The benefits of remembering your ex's entry code,” she says, tapping the pad outside the window.  
 
    The gates slide open and she pulls in. 
 
    The house looks to be four stories tall, all concrete and windows. We are on the back side of it and it faces the bay. There are people in the drive, but they clear out as Shanna pulls in. She stops the car just short of the garage door and we get out. 
 
    Music pumps through the air and laughter drifts along with it. I can smell the bay on the other side of the house. And I'm immediately aware of people looking at me. 
 
    “Don't worry about it,” Shanna says, popping her trunk. 
 
    “Worry about what?” I ask. 
 
    “The looks,” she says, glancing at me. “They all know you're on suspension, so they're curious.” She smiles. “Probably a little afraid, too.” 
 
    I laugh and her words put me a little more at ease. 
 
    The trunk contains several boxes that hold bottles of different vodkas. She grabs two bottles and Jessica does, too. Lisa hugs the bottle she had in the car. Shanna closes the trunk and nods toward the house. “Let's go.” 
 
    The inside of the house is packed with people and we squeeze into the kitchen, an open square space with stone countertops and silver appliances. Shanna finds a tower of red cups, pulls two down, and fills them both. She hands me one and holds it up. “Cheers to getting out of the house.” 
 
    We touch our cups together and I take a drink. The grape vodka is actually better than Lisa made it sound. It's like Kool-Aid with a kick.  
 
    I look around. “Where did Lisa and Jessica go?” 
 
    “Probably off to find boys,” Shanna says. “Come on. Let's go out front. Or back or whatever the hell it is.” 
 
    She leads me through the house. It's older, but it just feels like a beach house, with pictures of the ocean on the walls and light colored furniture everywhere. We make it to the other side of the living room and the massive glass walls that function as doors have been pushed wide open, so that the entire house is now open-air. There's a wide lawn that runs down to the sand and the bay sparkles on the other side. There's a pool off to the right and a small house on the other side of that. People are standing and drinking in small clusters on the grass and on the lawn. People are jumping in and out of the pool, splashing and yelling. It's not as opulent as Trevor's, but it's close. 
 
    “Wow,” I say, taking it all in. 
 
    She takes a sip from her drink. “Told you, right? Sick.” 
 
    “It's pretty crazy,” I tell her. “I feel like I'm the only person at this school that doesn't live on the beach.” 
 
    She shrugs. “Maybe you will someday.” 
 
    I doubt that, but don't say it. I start to ask her where she lives, but I stop when I see Bridget down by the water.  
 
    She's with Maddie and Gina. Maddie is saying something, Gina is laughing, and Bridget is nodding, looking into her red cup without much interest. She looks down the beach for a moment, then turns back to the other two again, nodding some more, looking preoccupied. 
 
    My throat tightens.  
 
    I should be standing with them, laughing at whatever Maddie is saying. I should be listening to them rip the stupid boys at our school. I should be with my friends. 
 
    “You okay?” Shanna asks. 
 
    I take a drink from my cup, the vodka sliding into my stomach. But Bridget let me down. She didn't even listen to me. That hurt me, especially when I wasn't expecting it. I know I'm being overly sensitive, but I'm not over her accusing me of having an ulterior motive in going to Trevor's. 
 
    “I'm fine,” I say. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    I tilt the cup back and drain the vodka. I smile at her. “Yeah, except I need more to drink now.” 
 
    She stares at me for just a fraction of a second, then a smile spreads across her face. She takes the cup from me. “Well, wait right here and I shall return.” 
 
    I watch her disappear into the house. 
 
    And I suddenly feel naked, standing alone at a party, by myself. I look down to the sand, but don't see Bridget or Maddie or Gina. I can't make out Jessica's or Lisa's face in the crowd. I don't recognize anyone in the pool.  
 
    Awkward. 
 
    “You came,” a voice says behind me. 
 
    I turn around and Derek is standing there, smiling.  
 
    I have to admit – he's more than just good looking. He's wearing a weathered gray T-shirt, stretched tight across his broad shoulders and chest. There's a tiny dimple in his chin and it gets deeper when he smiles. There's a thin layer of stubble on his chin and cheeks and his hair is windblown. 
 
    More than just good looking. 
 
    “I wasn't sure you would,” he says. 
 
    “Believe it or not, Shanna talked me into it,” I tell him. 
 
    He smiles, then raises an eyebrow. “Really?” 
 
    I nod. “Yep. Came to my house and wouldn't take no for an answer.” 
 
    “Maybe that's what I should've done,” he says. 
 
    “She did it for you.” 
 
    He nods. “Guess so. Well, cool. I'm glad you came.” He jerks a thumb over his shoulder. “You need something to drink?” 
 
    “Shanna's getting me more,” I tell him. 
 
    His smile widens and he nods again. “Right on.” 
 
    “Your house is awesome,” I say. “Seriously awesome.” 
 
    “It's cool,” he says, looking around. “My dad wants to sell it and get something newer, but my mom won't let him.” 
 
    “I wouldn't let him, either.” 
 
    He shrugs. “I guess.” He points at the pool. “You bring your suit?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. And I honestly can't stay long.” 
 
    He eyes me, then recognition flashes through his eyes. “Right. You're grounded.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Bummer,” he says. “I would've liked to have seen you in the pool.”  
 
    Heat rushes to my face and I look away. 
 
    “Sorry,” he says immediately. “Didn't mean to embarrass you.” 
 
    “It's fine,” I say. 
 
    “Maybe another time,” he says. 
 
    I smile at him. “Maybe.” 
 
    Shanna walks up behind him, gives me a thumbs up, then gyrates her hips for a second before coming up next to us. She hands me a refilled cup. She eyes Derek for a moment, then looks at me. “I see the host has found you.” 
 
    I take another drink and nod. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says. “Thanks for getting her here, Shan.” 
 
    She pats his arm. “Of course.” She wiggles her fingers at me and winks. “You two have fun.” 
 
    She's gone before I can tell her not to leave. 
 
    Derek shakes his head and laughs. “She's a trip.” 
 
    “Is it weird being friends with your ex?” I ask. 
 
    He takes a long drink from his cup, then licks at his lips. “Kind of. I don't know.” He points toward the far end of the pool. “Did you see the pool house?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. Shanna pointed it out.” 
 
    He scoops my hand into his. “Come on.” 
 
    He pulls me along before I can object. Not in an awful way, so I don't pull back. Instead, I drink more from the cup, hoping the vodka will settle the butterflies in my stomach.  
 
    He leads me around the edge of the pool and I'm sure people are looking at us, but I keep my eyes downward, trying to avoid the puddles on the deck.  
 
    The pool house is a freestanding building that looks like a small guest house, with a chalet-like roof and small windows in the front. He pushes open the door and we step inside. He flicks on the lights. 
 
    We're in the main room and there's a pool table in the middle, with a flat screen TV on the far wall,  and bar stools beneath a wet bar. It smells like chlorine and deodorizer. My feet squeak against the wood floor. 
 
    “We sort of use it as a combo game room and pool house,” he says. 
 
    I start to say that I like playing pool, but a wave of dizziness washes over me, and I have to steady myself against his arm. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asks, looking down at me. 
 
    It passes and I nod. “Yeah. Sorry. Just a little lightheaded.” 
 
    “Maybe slow down on the vodka,” he says. 
 
    “For sure.” 
 
    “You need to sit?” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe for a sec,” I say. 
 
    He walks me over to sofa along the long wall and I sit. I look inside the cup and it's nearly empty.  
 
    Stupid. 
 
    I drank too fast because I was nervous.  
 
    I take a deep breath and exhale. “Sorry. I'm a lightweight.” 
 
    He laughs. “It's okay. Sure you're good?” 
 
    I stand up. “Yeah. I'm okay.” 
 
    He reaches for my hand again. “Come and see the other room.” 
 
    I take his hand and he leads me down a short hallway, past a bathroom, and into the room at the back of the house. It's a bedroom with a king bed against a one wall, a small futon against another. The window on the far side of the room makes up half the wall and the dark bay shimmers in the distance.  
 
    “My dad sleeps out here sometimes when my mom's mad at him,” he says, but he's smiling when he says it.  
 
    “Not a bad place to have to spend the night,” I say, looking around the room. 
 
    There are small, surround sound speakers in the corner of the room. One of them has a red eye and it's glowing, like a cyclops or something. I start to make a joke about it when another wave of dizziness crashes through me, heavier this time, and I actually stumble to my left. 
 
    Derek catches me by the elbow. “Whoa, whoa. How much did you drink?” 
 
    I try to answer him, but I can't find the words. My tongue is thick and heavy and won't do what I want it do. Another wave washes through me and it's like the floor tilts underneath me. I stumble again, but he hangs onto me. If he doesn't, I'll crash to the floor. 
 
    “Sit,” he says and he guides me to the foot of the bed.  
 
    I feel the bed underneath me, but I'm spinning. I reach back to hold myself up. I say something, but it just comes out as a bunch of weird mumbles. 
 
    He laughs. “Wow.” 
 
    I squeeze my eyes shut for a long second, then re-open them, squinting at him, trying to get my vision to focus. I see three of him in front of me and I'm not sure which is the actual him.   
 
    “That shit works,” he says. 
 
    I'm so confused. I'm so dizzy. And I'm so tired.  
 
    “Home,” I manage to get out of my mouth, thinking I need to get home. 
 
    Derek laughs and it seems to go on forever. 
 
    I assume I sound funny as the room starts moving. 
 
    Then I hear a door. 
 
    Voices. 
 
    My hands are flat on the bed, trying to stop everything from moving. 
 
    My eyes are so heavy. 
 
    How much did I drink? 
 
    “She out?” I hear someone say. 
 
    I want to turn but I'm afraid I'll fall over if I do. 
 
    “Almost,” Derek says. 
 
    I squeeze my eyes tight again, my fingers gripping the comforter on the bed. Even with my eyes shut, it feels like I'm moving, like I'm sitting on a spinning top in the middle of the ocean. I open my eyes as wide as I can. 
 
    Someone is standing next to Derek. 
 
    A girl. 
 
    She laughs. “Oh, New Girl. You are so fucked.” 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY ONE  
 
      
 
    Shanna. 
 
    It's Shanna. 
 
    She's the one standing next to Derek. 
 
    Why is she calling me New Girl? 
 
    My head is pounding. 
 
    I try to say something, but it comes out like I have a mouth full of marbles. 
 
    What the hell is wrong with me? 
 
    “She sucked it right down,” Shanna says. 
 
    I'm trying to look at her, but there's three of her, too. 
 
    “She was already feeling it when we got in here,” Derek says. 
 
    Feeling what? 
 
    All three Shannas lean down so they are right in my face. “You messed with the wrong bitch, bitch.” 
 
    “What?” I say, but only the first half comes out. 
 
    She laughs. “Yeah. You're totally fucked.”  
 
    I try to stand up, but fall over on my side. 
 
    They both laugh. 
 
    My heart starts to race. I can barely move, I can barely keep my eyes open, and I'm confused. 
 
    But I know I'm in trouble. 
 
    I can hear it in their laughs. 
 
    I hear the door again. 
 
    More voices. 
 
    “Oh, lookie lookie,” a female voice says. “Someone is a little fucked up.” 
 
    I squint. 
 
    It's Jessica. Lisa is next to her. They are both blurry, but I can tell it's them. 
 
    “More than a little,” Derek says. “Whatever Shan dropped in that drink did the trick and then some.” 
 
    Dropped in that drink. 
 
    Shanna drugged me. 
 
    Someone pulls me upright again, sitting me up straight. It's Shanna and her hands are on my shoulders. Her nose is a few inches from mine. 
 
    “Ready for some payback, New Girl?” she asks, smiling. 
 
    But there's something evil in her smile. 
 
    My heart hammers against the inside of my chest. 
 
    “Look at me,” Shanna says, patting her hands against my cheeks. “Look at me, New Girl.” 
 
    Adrenaline spikes in my veins. Panic is building inside of me. My fingers tingle against the bedding. 
 
    “You looking at me?” she asks, still nose to nose with me. “Good girl, New Girl. You think you can walk into my school and hit on my boyfriend? Treat me like shit?” She waggles a finger in front of my face. “Bad move, New Girl.” 
 
    My vision sharpens. I'm not sure if it's the adrenaline or if whatever she gave me is wearing off, but I can see her clearly now. I can see Derek behind her, grinning. I can see Lisa and Jessica smirking, next to him. 
 
    They all played me.  
 
    And I let them.  
 
    I never saw it coming. 
 
    “Because I'm going to ruin your life,” Shanna says.  
 
    I try to take a swing at her, but my arm is heavy and limp and never reaches her.  
 
    She laughs. “Nice try.” She steps back. “Where the fuck is she?” 
 
    “Just texted,” Jessica says. “She'll be here in thirty seconds.” 
 
    Where the fuck is who? 
 
    “You really think I was going to take you to some stupid dance?” Derek asks. “For real?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    No. 
 
    His invitation to the dance. 
 
    Shanna being nice to me. 
 
    It was all a ruse. 
 
    To get me to let down my guard. 
 
    “You really think I was gonna let you get your paws on my ex?” Shanna says, frowning. “Are you really that fucking stupid?” 
 
    I really was that fucking stupid.  
 
    I should've known. 
 
    “Dumb bitch,” Jessica mutters. 
 
    “What the fuck does Trevor see anyway?” Lisa asks. 
 
    I try to push off the bed again and I stumble forward, crashing to the ground.  
 
    They all laugh. 
 
    I'm shaking and spinning and I don't know what's happening, except that I'm in trouble. 
 
    Derek picks me up and it's like I weigh nothing. He puts me back on the bed. 
 
    The door opens again, then closes.  
 
    “Hello?” a voice calls out. 
 
    I know that voice, but can't place it. 
 
    “In here,” Shanna calls. 
 
    I try to turn my head to see who's coming, but I can barely move. My entire body feels like cement. 
 
    “You're late,” Shanna says. “I told you to be here five minutes ago.” 
 
    “Sorry,” the voice says. “I couldn't get away from people. They all wanted to see me.” 
 
    An iceberg forms in my stomach. 
 
    I know that voice. 
 
    She steps in front of me. 
 
    Holly Nichols licks her lips. “And they're gonna wanna see what I do to you.” 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY TWO 
 
      
 
    Thick, black circles ring Holly's eyes. There is a white butterfly bandage across the bridge of her nose. Her nose is swollen. It's like she's wearing a mask. 
 
    But she's just wearing the damage I did to her face. 
 
    “Get your fucking phones ready,” Shanna says, holding hers up. “Because we are gonna broadcast the shit out of this. So everyone can see it happen.” She looks at me. “We were going to fuck you up at the dance, but then this opportunity presented itself tonight, so we got to speed up the process.” She smiles. “And Holly was more than happy to help.” 
 
    My heart is still racing and I'm breathing heavy. I see Derek and the other two girls pull out their phones.  
 
    “I am gonna beat your ass,” Holly says.  
 
    She means it. I hear it in her voice. There is menace and violence in her words. 
 
    And I am scared. 
 
    I am drugged. 
 
    I am defenseless. 
 
    And I am crying. 
 
    “Oh my god,” Shanna says. “New Girl! I'm so disappointed. Crying? For real? I thought you were tougher than that.” She looks at the others. “Remember. No sound and nothing but her face on the video.” 
 
    I hate her. Right at that moment, I hate her more than I've ever hated anything or anyone in my life. I know that no matter what happens to me, I will get her. No matter what I have to do, I will get her for what she's doing to me. I know that one fact like I know my own name. 
 
    Holly's open palm smashes into the side of my face. My vision blurs again, stars exploding inside of my head. The sound of skin on skin echoes in my ears. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Derek says, holding his phone on me. “This is gonna be amazing.” 
 
    “Should break her nose,” Jessica says. “Just like she did yours.” 
 
    “Oh, I'm going to do more than that,” Holly says. “Way more than that.” 
 
    Her palm smashes into my face again and my skin is on fire. I fall over on my side, trying to get my arms up over my head, to protect myself. 
 
    “Oh, no no,” Shanna says. She pulls me back into a sitting position. “No cowering, New Girl. You're going to sit here and take your medicine.”  
 
    The third slap comes from the other side, pain radiating through my cheek, into my jaw and up into my temple. It's like she's hitting me with a shovel. 
 
    She takes a step back and she's breathing heavy now. She comes at me again, but I manage to get my leg up and shove my foot into her stomach. It's not as hard as I'd like, but it's enough to shove her backward. Derek catches her and her face is filled with rage, making the mask even uglier. 
 
    “You fucking bitch,” she whispers. “I'm going to destroy you.” 
 
    And then the door opens again.  
 
    My stomach drops. 
 
    Who else? Who else hates me so much that they are coming to beat me? 
 
    “Hey,” someone says. “Anyone in here?” 
 
    I know that voice. 
 
    And my heart leaps. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Shanna whispers. “What the fuck? Did you not fucking lock the door?” 
 
    I try to cry out but it comes out like some weird animal whimper. 
 
    And then I see Bridget in the doorway, Maddie and Gina behind her. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Bridget says, looking around. “What the actual fuck is going on?” She looks at me on the bed. “Jesus. Are you alright?” 
 
    I'm crying and shaking my head. 
 
    “You fucking assholes,” Gina says, pushing into the room. “The fuck are you doing?” 
 
    Bridget pushes past Lisa and Jessica and sits on the bed next to me. She helps me into a sitting position and I lean against her, shaking. 
 
    “Jesus,” Bridget says. “She can't even sit up on her own. What the fuck did you do to her?” 
 
    Before anyone can answer, the door opens again. I hear laughing and I don't recognize the voices.  
 
    “Come on,” Bridget says, looking at Gina and Maddie. “Help me get her out of here.” 
 
    “You're not going anywhere,” Shanna says. “We're not done.” 
 
    “Whoa,” an unfamiliar voice says. “Is this an orgy? Sweet.” 
 
    “Good thing we locked the door behind us,” the second voice says. 
 
    I shift my head on Bridget's shoulder. It's Evan and Pritch, Derek's friends I met on the first day. And they're blocking the only way out of the room. 
 
    “No one leaves,” Shanna says, looking at the two of them. 
 
    They immediately cross their arms across their chests and take up stances in the doorway like they're bouncers. 
 
    “We're getting her out of here,” Bridget says. “And those two gorillas aren't stopping us.” 
 
    The two gorillas laugh and even I know there's no way she can fight her way past them.   
 
    “We aren't done with her,” Shanna snarls.  
 
    Derek steps to the bed and pulls Bridget out from underneath me. My weight topples me over and I'm on the bed again. Bridget is flailing and screaming. Maddie and Gina move toward her, but Evan and Pritch do their jobs and grab them before they can get too close. 
 
    Shanna jerks me back up to a sitting position. “We are so not done, New Girl.”  
 
    Holly stands next to her and smiles. Her hand curls into a tight fist and I can see the rings on her fingers now. Sharp, jagged. They are cheap, drugstore jewelry, the kind a little girl would buy with her allowance. But they will cut and hurt when she smashes them into my face. 
 
    She pulls her arm back and I try to brace myself, waiting for the explosion of pain. 
 
    And then the window behind them all explodes. 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY THREE 
 
      
 
    The glass rains to the ground in millions of pieces, the sound deafening as the window comes apart and shatters. I'm bracing myself against the bed, managing to keep myself upright, and I see movement outside the window, then bodies coming through it. 
 
    I squint. 
 
    Trevor is standing there, Jake and Brett behind him. Jake and Brett have baseball bats in their hands. Their feet crunch against the broken glass on the floor as they spread themselves out. 
 
    Trevor's eyes sweep the room until they stop on me. His jaw locks. 
 
    And he looks angrier than any person I've ever seen on the planet. 
 
    “The fuck are you doing here?” Derek growls, turning toward him.  
 
    Trevor doesn't move but his eyes shift in Derek's direction. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of my house,” Derek yells and moves toward him. 
 
    When Derek's within arm's reach, Trevor finally moves. He pivots hard to his left, his forearm coming around just like one of the baseball bats might've. It crashes into Derek's neck and he stumbles to the side, clutching at his throat. Trevor wraps one arm around his neck, uses his other hand to grab the back of his shorts, and in one quick burst, lifts Derek and throws him through the now open window. 
 
    Brett laughs, shakes his head, but keeps his eye on the room. 
 
    Trevor goes out after Derek, hopping through the window like a cat and pouncing on him before he can move. Watching them through the broken window is like watching them on a movie screen, the jagged glass silhouetting them. Derek scrambles to try and get up, but Trevor starts swinging and Derek goes back to the ground. Trevor is punching him with a fury I've never seen and I'm afraid he'll kill him.  
 
    “Shit,” Brett says, then jumps out the window. 
 
    Jake shifts so that he's between the window and the rest of the room, daring anyone to try and get past him. 
 
    I see Brett pull Trevor off. Trevor shakes him off once and goes back at Derek, but Brett gets hold of Trevor again, pulls him close to whisper something in his ear, and Trevor relents. He leans down and  says something to Derek that I can't hear, leaving him there on the ground. 
 
    “I'm getting the fuck out of here,” Holly says, shoving past all of the other girls, then Evan and Pritch. 
 
    Lisa and Jessica are right behind her. 
 
    Shanna glares at me. “We aren't done, bitch. Not even close.”  
 
    My foot jerks out like it did with Holly and I catch her square in the gut. She shrieks and stumbles backward into Jake, who gives her a small shove forward. Her face turns crimson and she breaks into a jog to get out of the room. Evan and Pritch look at each other and follow her down the hallway. 
 
    I hear the door close. 
 
    Bridget is back on the bed with me. Gina is squatting down at my feet. Maddie has her hand on my shoulder. 
 
    Bridget hugs me. “You're gonna be okay, Pres. You're gonna be okay.” 
 
    I lean against her. I don't feel like I'm going to be okay. I feel like I'm going to be sick and like I need the world's longest nap. 
 
    “We need to get you out of here,” Gina says. 
 
    “I'll take her,” a voice says. 
 
    I blink and look over Gina's head. 
 
    Trevor is standing there, looking down at me.  
 
    “I'll take her home,” he says.  
 
    The girls look at me, unsure what to do. 
 
    He comes closer to the bed and picks me up, cradling me in his arms like a baby. His arms are strong, like anchors that won't let me fall. I lean into him and bury my face against his chest. 
 
    I feel safe. 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY FOUR 
 
      
 
    My father is sitting on the edge of my bed when I open my eyes.  
 
    Light blazes into the room and I close my eyes, not expecting bright sunshine. 
 
    “You awake?” my dad asks. 
 
    I open my eyes more slowly this time, letting my eyes get used to the light. My mouth and throat are dry, but I manage to grunt in a way that lets him know I'm awake. 
 
    “How you feeling?” he asks. 
 
    Like a car ran over me. Twice. 
 
    “Okay,” I say and it comes out as a whisper. 
 
    “Heard you were pretty sick last night,” he says. “You should've called me.” 
 
    His words don't make sense. I struggle to turn over on my back and sit up a little. It's morning, which is also confusing. 
 
    “You were asleep when I got home last night,” he explains. “So I let you sleep.” 
 
    I think hard, but I don't even recall getting home. 
 
    “Trevor told me,” he says.  
 
    I try to clear my throat, but it sounds like I'm gagging. He hands me a glass of water and I drink half of it. I try again and manage to clear what feels like sand and grit from my throat. “Trevor?” 
 
    He nods. “He was here when I got home.” 
 
    Trevor holding me. That's the last thing I remember. I don't remember him being in my house. 
 
    “I can explain,” I say, already thinking that I'm going to be in more trouble. 
 
    My dad holds up a hand. “You don't have to. Trevor explained.” 
 
    “He did?” 
 
    He nods. “He said that you guys were on the phone and that you weren't feeling great. He said you didn't want to call me because you knew I was working and he was worried. So he came over to sit with you. He stayed until I got home.” 
 
    “Oh,” is all I can manage to say. 
 
    “It was very kind of him to do that,” he says, putting his hand on my forehead. “You don't feel warm. How do you feel this morning?” 
 
    I push myself up a little more, getting the pillows behind me. My stomach is growling and my head aches and I feel like I need a gallon of water, but it's nothing compared to how I felt at the party. 
 
    After Shanna drugged me. 
 
    “I feel okay,” I tell him. “Probably just a bug or something.” 
 
    “Okay,” he says. “Can I get you anything?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. Well, more water would be great. But I can get it.” 
 
    He stands. “No, I can get it. You rest. He said you were pretty sick.” 
 
    “What else did he say?” I ask. 
 
    He puts his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “He just said you were pretty sick and you tried to get him to leave because you're grounded, but he didn't want to leave you alone. So after you fell asleep, he waited in the living room for me to get home so he could explain everything. He didn't want you getting in trouble.” He smiles. “He's a pretty nice kid.” 
 
    A pretty nice kid. 
 
    I didn't ever expect anyone to describe Trevor Robinson as a pretty nice kid. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “He is.” 
 
    “And I'm not dumb, Pres,” my dad says. 
 
    I look at him, momentarily panicked that he knows I went to the party and that everything Trevor told him was a lie. 
 
    “There's clearly something going on between the two of you,” he says, smiling. “One of these days, you'll have to come clean and explain it to me.” He winks. “Be right back.” 
 
    He leaves and I lean back into the pillows. 
 
    How can I explain it to my dad when I don't even know how to explain it to myself? 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY FIVE 
 
      
 
    “I'm sorry,” Bridget says. 
 
    It's Monday morning and I'm sitting in the passenger seat of her car. She texted me Sunday night to ask if she could pick me up for school and I texted back and said yes. We didn't text anything else and I was nervous getting into her car.  
 
    But her apology immediately cuts through the tension. 
 
    “No,” I tell her, shaking my head. “I'm sorry.” 
 
    She holds up a hand. “Me first. I jumped all over you about Trevor. I was a total judgmental bitch and I didn't need to be. I'm sorry for being shitty and I'm sorry for not trusting you.” 
 
    I lean over and hug her tightly for a moment, then let go. 
 
    “And I reacted like a complete baby,” I tell her. “I took it personally and was just a total shithead about it. I get where you were coming from, but my head was too far up my own butt to talk it out with you.” 
 
    She laughs and it's her turn to hug me. “I don't wanna fight anymore.” 
 
    “Me either.” 
 
    She leans back into her seat, the car still idling in the driveway. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I'm fine,” I say. 
 
    And I am. I spent the first half of Sunday in bed, drinking water and talking with my dad. He made me a late breakfast when I finally got up and after a shower, I felt mostly normal. Whatever Shanna had given me finally wore off and I felt human again. My dad and I went for a walk on the beach after dinner and if I wasn't still so angry, it would've been like it never happened. 
 
    But it did and I won't forget. 
 
    “You were in bad shape when we found you,” Bridget says, finally backing out of the driveway. 
 
    “I barely remember any of it.” 
 
    “Gina was the one who saw you go off with Derek,” she tells me. “And Maddie was making out with some kid when she saw Shanna and her gang of bitches head to the pool house. They came and found me and we just knew it didn't feel right. So we walked up to see what was going on.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I tell her. 
 
    “I'm just glad we did,” she says. “There was a moment where I thought I should just stay out of it. But it just felt weird, so I figured, at worst, you'd just be more pissed at me than you already were.” She stops at the stop sign. “I saw you on that bed and I just knew things were fucked up.” 
 
    “I think I started crying when I saw you,” I tell her, trying to remember what exactly happened. 
 
    She nods as she pulls away from the stop sign. “You did. And then it all went to shit, but we weren't going to leave you there. No matter what.” She glances at me. “We'd never leave you.” 
 
    I feel like a jerk. I'd gotten pissed at Bridget for calling me out about going to Trevor's and then tried to replace her with Shanna, completely oblivious to what Shanna was doing. I'd been blind about who my actual friends were. I'd been ready to write Bridget and Gina and Maddie off. Thank goodness they hadn't felt the same. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say again. “I don't know what would've happened if you hadn't come.” 
 
    “That little bitch Holly Nichols would've beaten you to a pulp,” Bridget says. “And you wouldn't have been able to fight back. That's what would've happened. And it's gross.” 
 
    I know that's true, too.  
 
    And now there's virtually nothing I'd rather do than fight back.  
 
    “And I was wrong about Trevor,” she says. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She takes a deep breath. “Look, we've all known Trevor since we were kids. And he can be a serious asshole. And maybe some of us are just jealous because he's so rich and seems to get what he wants. I don't know. But when he picked you up and carried you out of there?” She shakes her head. “That was something I've never seen before. Maddie and Gina said the same thing. That isn't something he does. I mean, I could see it in his eyes when he looked at you.” 
 
    I try to remember what it was like when he picked me up. “See what in his eyes?” 
 
    She pulls into her spot in the parking lot and turns off the engine. She pulls the keys from the ignition and spins them on her finger for a second. Then she smiles. 
 
    “He loves you,” she says. “Trevor Robinson loves you.” 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY SIX 
 
      
 
    I can't find him anywhere. 
 
    I check in with the main office when I go into school and spend five minutes with Mrs. Young. She reiterates that I'm essentially on probation after the suspension and that if I screw up, the consequences will be more severe than a suspension. I assure her that I understand and that it won't happen again. She seems happy to hear that and sends me on my way. 
 
    I wait by my locker to see if Trevor shows up, but I don't see him or Jake or Brett. I check the parking lot, but don't see his truck, and end up running to first period so I'm not late.  
 
    I know that people are looking at me in class and I'm not sure if it's because of the suspension or because of what happened at Derek's. But I don't care. 
 
    I'm just trying to find Trevor. 
 
    I go to lunch with the girls and it feels normal again, but I'm still looking around, hoping he'll show up.  
 
    He's nowhere to be found. 
 
    Shanna and Derek must be trying to stay out of my line of vision, too, because they don't show at lunch. I think that's a good thing because I have so much pent up anger toward them and what they did, I know it's eventually going to come out. I remind myself to let it simmer, to lie in wait. 
 
    To make sure it's equal to what they tried to do to me. 
 
    Because I'm not going to forget. 
 
    I don't see Trevor when we get back to school and Bridget meets me at my locker after classes. 
 
    “Hey,” she says. “I need to stick around for while. Tutoring for math.” 
 
    “Oh,” I tell her. “Okay.” 
 
    “If you want to wait, I can still take you home,” she says, then wrinkles her nose. “Will probably be an hour, though.” 
 
    “Um, okay,” I say, thinking. “Actually, I have a favor to ask.” 
 
    “What's up?” 
 
    “Can I borrow your car?” I ask her. 
 
    “Borrow it?” 
 
    “I'll have it back before your done,” I tell her. “I just want to go check on something. I swear I'll be right back with it.” 
 
    She fishes in her purse and holds out her keys. “All yours?” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    Bridget smiles. “I trust you, Presley. And I think I know where you're going anyway.” She grabs my hand and presses the key into my palm. “Go.” 
 
    I squeeze the keys, then hug her. “You rock.” 
 
    “If I'm right, I want details,” she says, backing away. “That's the only payment I need.” 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTY SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The ocean is navy blue and the sun is reflecting across the top of it in long streaks. The waves are small and choppy and there's only one person out on the water, just north of the pier. 
 
    I park the car next to Trevor's truck and get out.  
 
    I shade my eyes from the sun with my hand, then kick off my shoes, and throw them in the car. The soft sand is warm under my feet as I walk down toward the water. I stand on the damp, hard-packed sand at the edge of the ocean and watch. 
 
    He's on his stomach, looking behind him, waiting for the right moment to paddle. When it arrives, his arms cut through the water like blades and he's on his feet as the wave picks him up. He slides down the face, picking up speed as he cuts hard to his left. Then he jerks the board back to the right and  shoots himself back up the face, smashing through the white water as it starts to crash on him. He's in the air for a moment, the board still magically attached to his feet, then he's floating back down, landing gently in the water. He zig-zags the board back and forth until the wave dies and he dives off the board. He comes up out of the water, shaking his head, water spraying off of his face and hair. He looks toward the shore and I know he sees me. He grabs his board, slides onto it, and paddles in. 
 
    Butterflies clang around in my stomach, waiting. 
 
    He slides off the board again and stands. He's wearing light blue trunks, the color of his eyes, and nothing else. He runs a hand through that hair, sending more water flying, pushing the hair off of his face and forehead. The ocean drips off of his shoulders and chest. 
 
    “You weren't at school,” I say. 
 
    He takes his time coming in until we're maybe a foot apart. “I'm aware.” 
 
    “I was looking for you.” 
 
    He unstraps the velcro from his ankle, tosses the leash on top of the board. “Were you?” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah. My dad told me you were there when he got home Saturday.” 
 
    He shrugs. 
 
    “And he told me what you told him.” 
 
    He stares at me.  
 
    “Thank you,” I say. 
 
    He shrugs again. 
 
    “And thank you for getting me out of there,” I tell him. “And for doing whatever you did to Derek.” 
 
    “Brett got it out of Derek,” he says. “They gave you some homemade roofie. Jake searched the internet and said you'd be fine, you didn't need to the go the hospital, but I wanted to stay and make sure.” He pauses. “They were just going to let her beat the shit out of you.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I tried to warn you,” he says. “About all of them. You wouldn't listen.” 
 
    “I know,” I say. “I should've. I'm sorry. But your messages were also...mixed.” 
 
    He hesitates then nods. 
 
    “I don't wanna be told what to do,” I tell him. “I'm not some little surf groupie that's going to stand around and let you direct my life. You need to know that.” 
 
    “I think I know it now,” he says. “But I'm not sure I know another way.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    He looks up the shore for a moment, squinting. “You heard the story about me and Derek?” 
 
    “From ninth grade?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “I heard about it, yeah.” 
 
    “I had to prove myself that day,” he says. “I took shit from that kid for years because my father told me if I ever got in a fight or got in trouble, he'd kill me. So I just took shit from him and a whole bunch of other kids. But then I just got tired of it. And I kicked the living shit out of him that day.” 
 
    “Like you did on Saturday,” I say. 
 
    “No, Saturday was different,” he says, looking at me. “I wanted to kill him then and if Brett hadn't pulled me off, I would've.” 
 
    He says it with such certainty that I believe him. 
 
    “But after that day, things were just different,” he continues. “Everyone was afraid of me and no one gave me shit. Ever. And I just leaned into that. It's who I am. I'm in charge. I'm the one everyone looks to for answers. I'm the one that people look to to take care of shit. I'm the one that people expect to do the crazy shit. And every girl I've been with, they needed to be told what to do because they were more in love with the idea of being with me than being themselves.” He pauses. “Until you.” 
 
    “So you bring some girl home to piss me off?” I ask. “That's kind of a weird way to show you care about me.” 
 
    “Because that's what I do,” he says. “I'm in charge. I need to control everything.” He pauses again, shuffles his feet in the water. “But I don't feel in control around you, Presley. You pissed me off like you wouldn't believe when you told Morgan you'd go to that dance with him. Not because I give a shit about a stupid dance, but because it was with him.” He pauses. “And not with me.” 
 
    “Then maybe you shouldn't have acted like a prick after we slept together,” I tell him. 
 
    “I didn't.” 
 
    “You did,” I tell him. “I needed to get home and you acted like...I don't know what. You lost your shit and your mind.” 
 
    He looks up the shore again. “You were choosing someone else. Over me.” 
 
    “It was my dad,” I tell him. “Not Derek or anyone else. My dad.” 
 
    He doesn't say anything. 
 
    “Do you wanna be with me?” I ask him. 
 
    He turns back to me. “Do you wanna be with me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, nodding. “More than anything. And I'm not afraid to say it. But I'm not going to be at your beck and call. I'm not going to just wait for you to tell me what to do. If that's what you want, then I'm out.” 
 
    He steps forward and pulls me into him, kissing me. I melt against him, the water crashing around our ankles.  
 
    He rests his forehead against mine. “What I want is you.” 
 
    “Then don't act like you own me,” I say, putting my face against his chest. “Act like you want to be with me.” 
 
    We stand there for a minute, the breeze coming off the water, as I hug him.  
 
    “I could've killed him,” he whispers. 
 
    “I don't want you killing anyone,” I say. 
 
    “Don't tell me what to do.” 
 
    I laugh because it's funny and I feel his body shake and I know he's laughing, too. 
 
    I pull back and look up at him. “This is going to be complicated.” 
 
    “It already is,” he says. 
 
    “One more thing,” I say. 
 
    He looks down at me with those icy eyes. “What's that?” 
 
    I pull him toward me and kiss him, letting him know exactly how I feel about him, hoping he won't ever forget it. I don't know yet what's in store for us, but I know I want to see. 
 
    Finally, he pulls back. 
 
    I smile at him. “Don't ever call me New Girl again.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
   


  
 

 Hey Awesome Reader! 
 
      
 
    Thanks so much for reading FALL, the first book in the Sunset Beach High series. I hope you loved it as much as I loved reading it. If you did, I would OH SO MUCH APPRECIATE it if you'd take maybe two minutes and leave a review at Amazon, telling everyone how much you enjoyed it. Reviews really make a difference! (And then go tell 7 friends about the books!) 
 
    And don't worry – the next book featuring Presley, Trevor, and the rest of the Sunset Beach High crew is just around the corner. In fact, WINTER is now available for pre-order by clicking right here and it'll be out August 13th! You're gonna love it – I promise! 
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