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      Maybe I’m in the wrong here, but it is my great opinion that kissing should not be loud. It also shouldn’t be some public spectacle on display while I’m trying to eat my cold slice of  cafeteria cheese pizza, which honestly shouldn’t even be called pizza in the first place. Maybe the menu should say, reheated fake dairy product on top of cardboard - $1.50. I curl my lip and drop the soggy rectangle piece of “food” onto my plate. It smacks down with an unappetizing thump, and believe it or not, that’s actually a better sound than the “muah” that happens right in front of me.

      “Can you two get a room?” I say.

      Jodi Thomas, who is sitting next to me, starts clapping. “Finally! I was hoping someone would say it so I didn’t have to.”

      My best friend Kylie pulls her gaze away from Trey Nguyen, her new boyfriend, and gives me a glare that doesn’t look all that evil. She’s my best friend, after all, so her glares are pretty much meaningless.

      “We don’t need a room!” she says, looking scandalized. “It was just a harmless kiss.”

      “It’s loud,” I say, poking at my soggy pizza with the plastic fork I used to eat my soggy, wilted salad a few minutes ago. Why is cafeteria food always so soggy? “We don’t need to hear you kissing your boyfriend.”

      “We also don’t need to see it,” Jodi says.

      This is the most I’ve heard her talk during lunch. Jodi always sits with us, but she’s usually reading a book instead of joining in on the conversation. I guess the fact that she’s participating now is really a testament to how gross my best friend is being with her stupid new boyfriend.

      Don’t get me wrong, Trey is okay. He’s nice and all. But he also just stole my best friend so he’s not exactly my favorite person. Every time Kylie gets a boyfriend, I lose her until they eventually break up and she comes back again.

      Kylie brushes the tips of her jet black hair back behind her ears. Now that she’s dyed it several shades darker than her natural brown, you can really see the pink that flushes to her cheeks. “Fine, we won’t kiss at the lunch table,” she says, turning her chagrined smile to look at Trey.

      “Aw, but lunch is the only time we see each other,” he says, making this pouty face that looks stupid but I can tell that Kylie somehow finds it endearing.

      “You also see each other before school, and after school, and on the weekends,” I say, counting off all the places my best friend has abandoned me for Trey over the last few weeks they’ve been dating.

      “Oh, that reminds me,” Kylie says. She detangles herself from Trey’s lanky arms and leans forward, giving all of her attention to me. That usually means she’s about to say something disappointing. Luckily, I’m used to it.

      “I can’t binge the new season of Nailed It with you tonight,” she says, throwing in a frown for good measure. But she doesn’t look that sad.

      Nailed It is a TV show on Netflix about people with no baking skills who are trying to win a baking competition. It’s hilarious and amazing and we love it. We were supposed to order real pizza – not this reheated mush the cafeteria serves – and watch all of the new episodes tonight.

      “Why not?” I ask. Unlike Kylie, my frown is actually real.

      She bites on her bottom lip, which is her guilty tell. “Trey’s got a game tonight. It was supposed to be an away game, but then the other team’s court got vandalized and they moved it here.”

      I want to tell her that high school basketball season is over and has been over for months. It’s May, and summer break starts in two weeks, so her basketball star boyfriend shouldn’t even be thinking about games. But then she’d just remind me about how he joined an outside league that plays year round and it’s filled with aspiring pro ball players and they all take it extremely seriously. We’ve been down this road before. Pretty much every time she ditches me to hang out with him.

      I flip my hand through the air, pretending like I’m not totally crushed. “Whatever,” I say. “I’m going to watch the show without you.”

      She gasps, slamming her hands on the table. “Bella! You can’t!”

      I roll my eyes. “I won’t… I’ll just go riding or something.”

      She grins. “Thanks, Bells. You’re the best. I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

      “Sure you will,” I say, glancing at her boyfriend. He’s playing on his phone and totally oblivious to our conversation. He’s oblivious to a lot of things, like how he’s completely taken over my best friend’s life. She never has time for me anymore, and this is destined to be the most boring summer ever if she’s constantly glued to his side.

      At least I have my dirt bike. It’s an inanimate piece of metal and grease and plastic, so it can’t fully replace my best friend but it’s still amazing it its own way. When I’m riding my dirt bike, it’s easy to lose track of time until my best friend finally wants to hang out again.

      The bell rings and we get up and toss our trash on our way to our next class. Only two more weeks of this and I’ll no longer be a senior in high school. I’ll be free. Free to do what, I’m not sure. That’s a problem to figure out later. My brother is in college studying business, and I always joke that he should open a business and hire me so that I’ll have a job. Now, I’m not even joking about it anymore. I have no idea what I want to be when I grow up. Kylie wants to be a teacher. She’s known that her whole life. I debated doing the same thing, but I’m not so sure I want to spend my adult life in the same place I’ve spent all of my childhood and teenage life.

      “Hey,” Kylie says, catching up with me in the hallway. She must have already kissed Trey goodbye. I hope for the sake of every student at Roca Springs High that the kiss wasn’t loud and smacky.

      “What’s up?” I say.

      “I really am sorry for tonight. It’s just that Trey really wants me to go and…”

      “It’s fine,” I say, cutting her off before she can continue making excuses for why her boyfriend is more important than pizza and Netflix with me. I try not to get too annoyed with her because if I had a boyfriend, I’d probably want to hang out with him all the time. But I’ve been single for a very long two years, and I’m not even sure I want to count my last boyfriend Mikey as a real boyfriend. It was back in sophomore year and every time we went somewhere together, one of our parents had to drive us. It was lame, to say the least.

      “Can I still get a ride home after school?” Kylie asks.

      “Of course.”

      “Thanks,” She says, squeezing me into a quick hug as we split down the hallway to head to our different classrooms.

      I spend the last two hours of the school day thinking about hitting up the motocross track after school. I got an amazing new dirt bike two months ago for my eighteenth birthday and I’ve only ridden it three times since then. After years of riding my brother’s old hand-me-down bikes, my dad decided I deserved one to call my own. It’s a Yamaha YZ 250f, all shiny and brand new, with custom purple graphics that I designed myself. Instead of rocking my brother’s old bike number—888—I decided to pick out my own number.

      And that’s why my bike’s number plate is currently empty.

      I can’t think of anything. I don’t want to use my birthday because that’s lame. And there’s no other number that means anything to me. People think my brother chose 888 because it looks cool but really it has a meaning behind it, even if it’s kind of obvious. It’s his birthday. August 8th, 1998. Many people use their birthdays for their bike numbers, but Brent’s is different. He was born premature and almost didn’t make it. My mom calls him her miracle baby. He chose his bike number because it symbolizes how far he’s come from that little baby that could fit in your palm and was born on the wrong day. It’s something special to him.

      And I want something special too, but I was born on my due date so that’s nothing special. I don’t have a special number to call my own. I keep looking for one in my life, but nothing has happened yet that was of any significance. But I guess it doesn’t matter because bike numbers are used for people who race their dirt bikes. I don’t race. I just ride for fun.

      After school, I drag Kylie with me to the bike shop before dropping her off at home. It’s on our way, and plus, she’s ditched me all week for her boyfriend. The least she can do is spend an extra ten minutes with me.

      The only bad thing about brand new dirt bikes is that they’re made with all stock parts. The grips on the handlebars are kind of crappy, and plus they’re black, which is boring. I’ve already decked out my bike with purple graphics, and now I want some purple grips to match them. My dad is my mechanic and the one who fixes and maintains my bikes, but changing out the grips is pretty easy. It’s just rubber and glue.

      Kylie trails along behind me, her attention glued to her phone, while we walk into the bike shop. It’s always a little busy since Roca Springs Motocross Park is just a few miles away. Not many places in Texas have motocross tracks, so we’re a tourist destination for people who love the sport.

      I weave my way through the people and make my way to the back wall to pick out some purple grips.

      Layla is the owner’s twenty-something daughter who usually works the registers, but she’s having an intense phone call when I walk up to the front counter to make my purchase. She gives me an apologetic look and then types something into her computer for the customer on the phone. “Like I said, sir, that year model of bike just never existed.” I can hear the yelling on the other end of the line. Whoever the customer is, they don’t believe her.

      Mr. Hernandez pops up from somewhere in the back of the shop. He always takes over the second register when the line gets backed up. He meets my gaze and I smile, setting my grips on the counter so I can reach into my back pocket for some money.

      “Mr. Mosely!” he calls out in his thick accented voice. “What can I do for you today?”

      “I need some race gas,” a guy says from beside me. He walks right up to the counter, right next to me, and opens his wallet.

      “Sure thing,” Mr. Hernandez says as he positions himself in front of the cash register, which is exactly in front of me.

      Because I’m first in line.

      My jaw drops. Whoever this guy is, he just cut in front of me in line. And yeah, he’s extremely cute, but that doesn’t matter.

      He’s still a jerk.

      The cute ones usually are.
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      Roca Springs, Texas is not what I had in mind when my dad decided that I needed a break from racing. I thought he wanted me to stay home a while and sulk in my own failures after I got kicked off the shortlist for becoming Team FRZ Frame’s newest rookie racer. I thought I’d be banned from racing all summer and then my dad would get over it and the fans would be over the drama, and I could start racing again.

      I should have known better. I should have known he’d ship me off to Roca Springs, Texas.

      Population four thousand.

      There’s four million people in Houston, my hometown, and the place I’m longing to be right now. It’s only been two days in this middle-of-nowhere country town, and I already want to call up my father, the grand Mr. Mosely of Mosely International, and beg him to let me come back. But I can picture the look on his face if I did.

      And that look is what’s keeping me here.

      I guess I don’t blame my mother for moving to the middle of nowhere after their divorce. She was sick of my dad’s famed architecture firm and all the dinner parties and constant traveling. She wanted something slow, something small and manageable. So she packed her bags and moved out here, and she was so unbelievably mad when I begged to stay with dad.

      I remember it all so clearly even though I was just six years old. Mom had assumed that I’d live with her full time and visit Dad on the weekends. Nope. I wanted to live with him. His house is where my dirt bike was. His truck is what drove me to the track. Dad meant a life of motocross. Mom meant a small town life of nothing. The choice was easy, and it broke her heart.

      I don’t think I fully realized that until I got older and only made the three-hour drive out here two or three times a year for holidays. Now my mom is remarried to Phil, who is a widower and he seems nice enough, and she’s taken on his two children as if they were her own.

      She’s happy now, but I still feel bad about my choice to live with Dad. I should have been there for her when I was growing up. I should have visited more, called her more. Motocross is like a drug, though. It’s better than driving a car. It’s better than riding a motorcycle. Dirt bikes can fly over jumps the size of buildings and tear through rugged terrain that’s even too sharp to walk on. Dirt bikes are amazing. And racing them brings a thrill stronger than any drug possibly could.

      If only I could use that drug metaphor as an excuse to get out of trouble for what I did at the nationals race last month. Sorry everyone. It wasn’t my fault. I had the motocross in my veins. The thrill of the race, the desire to win. That’s what made me screw up. That’s why I got kicked off the team. I’m an addict. It’s not my fault.

      In the town of lame and boring that is Roca Springs, there is one shiny bright beacon of hope. A new dirt bike track. It’s been here a few years, and I’ve heard that it’s kind of small and janky, but it’s better than nothing. At least I’ll get to ride this summer while I’m exiled to my mom and Phil’s house. It’s a beautiful day outside which means it’s perfect for dirt bike riding, even if the local track sucks. I find the nearest shop that sells race gas and drive over. Sure, you can put regular gasoline in your dirt bike, but that’s what slow riders do. If you want speed, you need high ethanol race gas. I’m not about to let my skills slip away this summer while I’m stuck here. I’ll keep working out, and I’ll keep riding, and I’ll make sure I’m just as fast as I was before FRZ Frame kicked me out of Nationals.

      I’ll come back. And I’ll pick up the pieces of my shattered career, and I’ll race again. I’ll get on the team again. It’ll all be okay.

      The shop is a black building made of sheet metal and glass windows that’s in a shopping center with a nail salon, a vape shop, and a laundry mat. I don’t know why, but it makes me laugh. Most bike shops are standalone buildings with huge parking lots and hundreds of dirt bikes for sale. Not this one. Like Roca Springs, it’s small.

      I make my way inside, surprised to see so many people here. The second I make eye contact with someone is the second it happens. The guy, probably in his twenties, sees me and his eyebrows shoot up and he does a double take. I look away, but I can hear him nudge the person next to him and whisper, “Is that Liam Mosely?”

      There was a time in my life where getting recognized was awesome. And that time was pretty much every day of my life up until a month ago when I ruined everything. Now, instead of praise and selfies and autographs, people stare at me like I’m some escaped convict. If they know anything about the world of professional motocross, they’ve heard about me, and the incident that ruined everything.

      I grit my teeth and walk toward the front counter, determined not to make eye contact with anyone else.

      A middle-aged man wearing oil-stained shop coveralls walks from the back part of the shop where the sound of mechanics working is a dull roar of metal and hydraulic tools.  A woman is behind the register, but she’s on the phone. I flag him down and ask for some race gas. He recognizes me and seems happy to have me in his shop. I’m guessing small town bike shops don’t get anyone of any importance here, so even a disgraced racer is better than nothing.

      He rings me up and I pay with my debit card, carefully avoiding the curious looks I’m getting from people all around me, but especially right next to me. It’s a girl, short with brown hair, and she’s trying to burn a hole in the side of my head with her gaze. Ugh. The man hands me my receipt and tells me he’ll meet me out back by the gas pump so he can fill up my gas jug.

      Before I go, I turn toward the girl. I’m tired of being stared at. I’m tired of being gawked at like I’m some criminal. I’m about to ask what her problem is, but then I realize what just happened. She’s not staring at me because she’s a fan—she’s staring at me because I just cut in front of her in line. She’s got her money in her hand and everything.

      My breath hitches. I want to say something—apologize or something—but she’s so pretty it’s caught me off-guard. I can’t think of a single word to say.

      “Liam, this way!” the man calls out.

      Like a complete jerk, I turn away and follow him outside. I guess I shouldn’t feel bad about it. Being a jerk is what I’m known for, after all.

      The man introduces himself as Juan, and he’s as friendly as ever while he puts three gallons of race gas into my gas jug. He’s talking all about motocross and how the local track is small but it features some great jumps and hairpin turns.

      By the time he’s done, I feel like I’ve actually met a friend, even if he is old enough to be my dad. It’s nice to talk to someone who isn’t clearly judging me by my past. I thank him and head back to my truck. There’s a beat-up black Chevy truck parked next to me, and two girls are wandering around looking for something on the gravel parking lot around it. One of them is the girl from the store. She’s wearing a Roca Springs High T-shirt, which must mean she’s a local. The sun glints off her hair, making her look like an angel. I know it sounds pathetic to think like that, but there it is. I’m pathetic. This girl is stunning.

      “They can’t be far,” the other girl says, throwing her arms up in frustration. “You just had them!”

      I take a step forward and my shoes crunch something. I back up and find a set of car keys.

      “Looking for these?” I ask as I hold them out. Luckily my foot didn’t break anything. The two keys and little metal dirt bike keychain are still intact.

      “Yes,” she says, yanking the keys away from me.

      “Oh my god, Bella,” her friend says. “Tell him thank you! You’re being mean.”

      She rolls her eyes and looks back at me. She’s beautiful even when she’s angry. “Thanks.”

      She spins back around and heads to her truck.

      “Wait,” I say, finally finding my voice. I have been around beautiful girls my whole life. When you’re one of the fastest bike racers in the state, they tend to gravitate toward you. I’ve never had trouble talking to one until now.

      She stares at me like I am no better than old gum stuck to the bottom of her shoe.

      “I’m sorry I cut you off back there,” I say, finally voicing the words I should have said back in the shop. “I didn’t see you.”

      “Clearly,” she says, turning back to her truck.

      “I really am sorry,” I call out, but I don’t know if she can hear me over the sound of her truck door slamming closed.

      My phone rings as I get into my own truck. It’s my mom. I groan before answering the call. She hasn’t exactly been mean to me lately, but she’s treating me like the son she’s ashamed of. Like my behavior on the track that disgraced me and cost me a career is somehow her fault.

      “Where are you?” she asks.

      “I just bought some race gas. I’m thinking of taking my bike to the track this week.”

      I can practically hear her eyes roll through the phone. She hates motocross. Almost as much as she hates my dad.

      “Well you need to come home,” she says sternly. “I need you to go grocery shopping with me, and then I have some things for you to fix around the house. Phil can’t do it because he threw out his back last month. So hurry home.”

      “Yes ma’am,” I say, because I may be eighteen and technically an adult, but I was also raised in Texas, and I know better than to disrespect my mom. “I’ll be right there.”

      “Good,” she says. “Don’t think you’re just going to sit around all summer having fun and riding your stupid dirt bike. Your dad sent you here to get over that bad attitude. And I’m going to put you to work. Nothing fixes a bad attitude like some hard work.”

      I hold back a sigh. “Sure thing, Mom. I’ll do whatever you need me to.”

      My mother wasn’t kidding. After she has me help her grocery shop, which is the most boring thing ever, she puts me to work around the house. There are air filters to change, gutters to clean, driveways to pressure wash, and weeds to pull from the garden.

      I do everything she asks without complaint. I think deep down I know I deserve this sort of punishment. But as soon as I get some free time, I’m heading to the track.

      Nothing clears my mind quite like motocross.
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      The last week of school is the worst. Not only is summer vacation just a few days away, tempting us with three months of relaxation and fun, we’re also stuck here studying for our final exams. Most of my exams are on Thursday and Friday, so for the first part of the week, we’re either studying in class or studying in the library. None of my classes are particularly hard this semester, so I’m mostly just hanging out on the bean bag chairs at the back corner of the library with Kylie and some of our friends.

      I’ve also had a stroke of luck today at the expense of Trey Nguyen. He’s home sick with food poisoning troubles today, so while his day sucks, mine is awesome because I get to spend it with my best friend.

      Rachael Malek rushes up to us with a science textbook clutched in her hands, but the “juicy gossip” expression on her face tells me she’s not here to study.

      “Did you hear the news?” she tells me. Of our little group of five friends, Rachael and I are the only two who ride dirt bikes. Kylie just likes to hang out with me at the track, and our other two friends, Amy and Rosa, don’t care much for the sport. Ever since we got the new motocross track in town, more people are getting into it, though.

      Because of this, I assume she’s talking about something related to the track. “What happened?” I say. “Did someone get hurt?”

      Two weeks ago, an eighth grader wrecked his dirt bike and had to be life flighted to the nearest hospital. They say he almost died, but managed to pull through after a few days in intensive care.

      She shakes her head, letting her two long braids sway across her shoulders. “No, this is good news. Liam freaking Mosely is here!”

      I look back at my history notes. “Yeah… I’m aware.”

      “What!” Rachael drops down into the worn-out purple bean bag beside me. “You already know and you didn’t tell me?”

      “What’s so special about him?” I ask. “He’s a jerk.”

      Rachael blanches. “He’s gorgeous, Bella. That’s all that matters.”

      I snort in reply.

      “Who’s that?” Kylie asks, keeping her voice low because we’re in the library. She’s about the only student who actually follows that rule. “You didn’t tell me you met a guy.”

      “You met him too,” I say quickly, making sure I squash those thoughts from her mind immediately. “He’s that a-hole who found my keys at the shop yesterday.”

      Her brow wrinkles. “How does finding your keys make him an a-hole?” She knows I don’t like to curse, so she puts up with my abbreviations.

      “Oh my God, he found your keys?” Rachael is practically bursting apart with all her excitement over some stupid guys.

      I close my history textbook so hard it makes a loud smack that reverberates off the aisles of books. Oops. I stand up and grab my backpack.

      “You two can sit here and get all doe-eyed over some stuck up cocky full of himself motocross racer, but I’m not.”

      I don’t know why I’m suddenly so annoyed, but I’ve already stood up so I just go with it. I walk across the library to the computer stations and I sit at one on the far end. I don’t remember what exactly happened to Liam Mosely, but I remember it was something bad. It wasn’t until last night when I was trying to go to sleep that I remembered who he was. That stupid chiseled jaw of his and his stupid hair that’s shaved on the sides and long on top finally jogged my memory. He’s an up and coming racer from Texas. One of the guys who made it through all of the regional races and went to nationals. I know his name because I remember last time my brother Brent was home, he was watching the nationals races on TV. He said Liam Mosely doesn’t deserve to win it all. I don’t remember what for. I love motocross as a fun activity and lifestyle but I don’t really follow the professional races that much. Every year when the pros come to Houston, my brother and I will go to watch the races at the NRG Stadium, but that’s about it.

      And now Rachael is talking about him like he’s some celebrity. I guess he’s a mild celebrity if you care about Texas amateur motocross. I’m not a racer—I just ride for fun. So I don’t care about him, or his snooty attitude and how he thinks he can just cut in front of lesser humans in the checkout line.

      Still, now I’m so annoyed I can’t think straight. So before I get back to studying, I open a browser window on the school computer and glance around to make sure no one’s watching me. Then I type his name into Google.

      My phone buzzes, making me jump.

      
        
        Kylie: You okay? ☹

        I write back: I’m fine

        Kylie: Want me to join you?

        Normally I’d say yes, but right now I’m doing some secret sleuthing.

        Me: No thanks… I really need to study. I’ll see you after school.

        

      

      On the computer, a ton of websites show up. It’s way more information than I expected. I don’t know why I feel so compelled to read about this guy, but I click on some of the articles and learn all about him. He grew up in Houston and his dad is some famous architect. He’s been racing all his life and he even became homeschooled in junior high so he could focus more on racing. He was in talks of joining Team FRZ Frame, which is a professional motocross racing team. And then he ruined it by getting disqualified twice for fighting another racer before a race. Since motocross is a family sport, the professional teams want to keep a clean, wholesome image. They also pay a lot of money to their professional racers and fighting isn’t allowed.

      I read one gossip article that calls Liam a “playboy” who thinks he’s better than everyone on the track. It makes me snort out loud. I agree, gossip article. I totally agree.

      Now the gossip articles say he’s been exiled to live with his mom for the summer, presumably because his hotshot dad is mad at him and wants to teach him a lesson about controlling his anger.

      I find a recent interview online where Liam denies this claim, saying he chose to spend time with his mom this summer because he wants to, not because he’s being forced into it. But I’m not buying it. Guys like that don’t suddenly quit their racing career to spend time with their moms in a small town. I’m more likely to believe the story that he was forced here against his will.  But his dad’s plan won’t work at all. People like that don’t change and become nicer people. They’re just jerks who will always be jerks. When the bell rings, I’m awakened from this weird fact-finding hole I fell into. I close the browser and almost feel like I need to shower. I can’t believe I spent thirty minutes reading about Liam Mosely. Gross. Kylie walks up to me as we leave the library, throwing her arm around my shoulder.

      “We don’t have plans for Friday, right?”

      “I thought we were going to check out the motocross race?” I say, because I definitely remember us having that talk a few days ago. Every summer, Roca Springs MX hosts their own weekly Friday night races. Going to watch them is about the only fun thing to do in this town.

      Her head tilts to the side and she gives me this guilty look before biting on her bottom lip. “So Trey has this thing…He really wants me to go.”

      I roll my eyes so hard they hurt. “Fine. Go with your stupid boyfriend.”

      “Trey’s actually super smart,” she says. “But I know you’re just being sarcastic.”

      “I’m just tired of never having my best friend around,” I say, trying to find the right words to tell her how I feel but not make her mad at me. If I said everything I was thinking right now, she’d definitely be mad. “I miss you.”

      “What you need is a boyfriend,” Kylie says, wiggling her eyebrows suggestively at me. “Then we could go on double dates and you could have as much fun as I’m having with Trey.”

      “Oh sure, let me just snap my fingers and make a boyfriend appear,” I say sarcastically. I snap my fingers for effect, and guess what? Nothing happens.

      “Hmm, looks like my magic isn’t working today.”

      “Bellaaaa,” Kylie says, shaking her head. “What am I going to do with you? Do you think I got a boyfriend by snapping my fingers? No, it took two weeks of massive flirting to make him finally ask me out.”

      “Yeah, I’m not going to do that,” I say. As the words come out of my mouth, a boy flashes across my mind. Ryan Hibbard, a super smart senior who is in my next class, AP Chemistry. He’s cute in a slightly nerdy way and he’s always my lab partner because we sit close to each other. Sometimes – okay, a lot of the time – I sit in class and wonder what it would be like to date him.

      Maybe I should take a chance. Maybe Kylie is right. Maybe I need a boyfriend.

      Nerves clench onto my heart as I step into my chemistry class. Ryan is sitting at the table next to mine, staring lazily out of the window.

      I smile at him and he smiles back. I am a total nervous wreck, but I also feel oddly inspired. I’m a great person. I’m not bad looking, at least I don’t think so. Ryan and I are friends.

      I’m going to ask him out.

      “Hey,” I say, getting his attention. He looks over at me and I hand him a folded piece of paper.

      I watch him open it and read the message I just wrote. Do you want to go out sometime?

      It’s simple and to the point.

      He writes back and hands the note over to me, not making eye contact.

      I unfold the paper.

      
        
        Sorry, I don’t really think that’s a good idea.

      

      

      Disappointment punches me in the face. I suddenly realize that I wasn’t even expecting an answer other than yes. I fold the note back and shove it deep in the bottom of my backpack where I will have to make sure to throw it away later. Ugh. I feel so stupid. I can’t even look in Ryan’s direction for the rest of class. It’s a small miracle that we don’t have any lab work today. I stare at my textbook and I look at the teacher and wish I could go back in time and never do something so stupid.

      After class, Ryan calls my name as he follows me into the hallway.

      “Sorry,” he says, scratching his neck. I tell myself that he’s not really that cute. He’s just average looking. No big deal. His haircut is boring and his face is average.

      “It’s fine,” I say cheerfully.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings or anything,” he says, falling into step with me. “It’s just that… well, you’re a dirt bike chick. Which is cool—but…”

      I look over at him while he stumbles over his words. He seems genuine, and like he really is sorry, but I’m not even sure what he’s trying to say.

      “It’s just that… I don’t know. I don’t want to date a dirt bike girl.”

      “Okay…” I say. This has to be the weirdest rejection ever. “But you also ride dirt bikes.”

      He nods. “Yeah, and that’s why it’s weird. I mean, motocross isn’t really a girly sport.”

      I stare straight ahead. “So you want to date a girly girl.”

      He shrugs. “I’m sorry but… yeah. I mean, you’re awesome and I like being friends with you but I don’t really want to date someone who also rides dirt bikes.”

      I swallow the pain of what is the weirdest rejection ever and I nod. “Okay, sure. No problem.”

      “We’re still friends, right?” Ryan asks, giving me a hopeful grin.

      “Yep,” I say, even though I’d rather go the rest of my life never seeing him again. “Still friends.”
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      My mother is treating me like I’m a criminal. I might be a lot of things, but I’m not a criminal unless you count driving a few miles over the speed limit every so often. I guess I don’t blame her. My mom has always been a loving and sweet mother, but only on the surface. Underneath it all, I still see that look she had on her face that day I said I wanted to live with Dad. She loves me because I’m her son, but deep down she resents me.

      It didn’t hit me until now that I feel really, exceptionally awful about this. I love my mom. I don’t want her to hate me. She sends me birthday gifts and Christmas gifts and even cards and candy on Valentine’s Day, every single year without fail. She texts me good luck before every race, even though I rarely ever text back. Up until now, I’ve been single-mindedly focused on becoming a professional motocross racer. I shoved everything aside, from family to friends, to my own personal happiness, just to try to reach my goal. I was so close too—I had the FRZ Frame sponsorship in my hands, but I let it slip away because of my own stupidity and anger issues.

      Of course everyone just knows what happened that got me kicked off the team. They don’t know why. Those fights were necessary. I’m not some roid-raging jock with an anger problem. Those two idiots deserved what they got. Pressuring girls into hooking up in your hotel rooms after every race is not okay. I’ll never regret what I did, just when I did it. If I had saved the ass-beating for another day, when cameras and sponsors weren’t watching, it would have been fine.

      I try not to let these thoughts take up all the space in my mind. It’s not worth it to sit here and fret about all the ways I screwed up. I’m here now. I’m with my mom and her new family, living on the twin bed that’s shoved into the spare bedroom that’s mostly an office.

      I need to be here, present in the moment, and try to be happy instead of angry all the time. That’s why I pull myself out of bed at seven in the morning and make breakfast for everyone. My mom expects me to sleep in late, lounge around the house, and be a general pain in her side while I’m stuck here for the summer. I know this because she’s said as much.

      Well, I’m going to prove her wrong.

      Over the last few days, I’ve done a million chores for her, never complaining or objecting. Now, I’m going to do stuff she hasn’t even asked.

      Mom and Phil emerge into the kitchen about ten minutes after the smell of bacon fills the air. Phil is dressed for work in khaki pants and a blue polo shirt, but my mom is still wearing her pink fuzzy bathrobe pulled over her pajamas. It’s always too warm in the house for my taste, but my mom always seems to be too cold.

      Just like when she was married to my dad, she’s a stay at home mom here for Phil’s kids. His wife died a few years ago, and he’s told me that meeting my mother is what put the pieces of his life back together again. He’s a good guy. I’m glad they’re happy.

      Mom smiles at me. “What’s all this?”

      “Thought I would make you guys breakfast,” I say, tilting the frying pan over a plate and spooning the scrambled eggs onto a large pile. I’ve never cooked for three adults and two little kids before, so I might have made too much food. I used a dozen eggs, a whole pack of bacon, and toasted half a loaf of bread. It’s all sitting out on the kitchen table, along with plates and forks and the jug of orange juice. I’m a regular Martha Stewart today.

      “Wow,” Mom says. She pads across the tile floor and wraps me in a hug that instantly makes me feel better about everything in the world. Having her approval means a lot to me.

      “Thank you, son.”

      “This looks great,” Phil says. He’s all chipper and nice to me, trying his hardest to be the cool stepfather to lessen any awkwardness in the air. I can appreciate that.

      The kids wake up too, and they shuffle in all sleepy-eyed and grumbling about how they don’t want to go to school. My step-brothers are five and seven, and they look like little miniature Phils. I’ve never been around kids before, but they’re okay. They’re shy and quiet most of the time, and that’s a lot better than the kids I see out in public who scream and throw tantrums.

      After Phil heads to work and the kids get on the school bus, my mom makes another pot of coffee and I wash the dishes.

      Let me make this clear – I am not a fan of all this domestic housework. I only know how to scramble eggs and fry up bacon because my dad works so much that I had to learn how to fend for myself at a young age. And washing dishes is a nightmare. When I become a professional racer and start making that professional racing money, I’ll hire someone to do all of this for me. But for now, I’m doing my best to suck up to my mom and make her proud of me again.

      We sit on the couch and watch TV. It’s only nine in the morning and it feels like I’ve been awake forever already.

      “So what’s been going on?” Mom says, sipping her coffee. “I mean, besides motocross.”

      I shrug. Ever since Dad pulled me out of public school and let me do homeschooling online, my entire life has been motocross. Training every day and racing on the weekends. What am I supposed to talk about that’s not motocross?

      Mom is looking at me though, and I can tell she’s expecting an answer. “I like the garden out back,” I say because it’s the first thing I can think of. “It looks good.”

      “Thanks,” Mom says, glancing toward the patio door that looks out into the back yard. “It’s my pride and joy. So what else is up with you?”

      “Mom, I don’t know what you want me to say. My whole life is motocross. I don’t really do anything else besides that.”

      She frowns. “How’s your father?”

      “You know him,” I say with a shrug. “He’s obsessed with his job. I don’t even see him most days.”

      She nods with this knowing look on her face. Then she smiles. “Do you have a girlfriend?”

      I bark out a laugh. “Nah, Mom. I don’t have time for girlfriends.”

      “There’s always time for girlfriends,” she says. “You’re young and handsome and you should be dating.”

      “Well it’s a good thing I don’t have a girlfriend because if I did, she’d be pissed that I moved here for the summer.”

      Mom considers this for a moment. “I guess that’s true. But I want you to expand your life, son. Don’t just focus on motocross too much. You should have a social life. Hobbies. Other stuff.”

      “I can do other stuff when I’m retired,” I say.

      Mom laughs.

      “Do you have anything for me to do today?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “No, you’re free today. I really appreciate all your hard work these last few days.”

      “I think I’ll head out to the local track and see what it’s all about,” I say.

      Mom sips her coffee. “I figured you would.”

      It’s still early, so I spend a little more time with my mom, trying to small talk as best as I can. I think she enjoys my company, and I’m feeling some of her ice-cold anger at me starting to melt away.

      By noon, I gather up my riding gear and load my bike into the back of my truck. Phil is letting me keep it in the garage while I live here, which is nice of him. I haven’t ridden since two days before I got here, and I’m aching to get back on the track, even if it is a crappy local track that can’t compare to the professional ones.

      I set the track’s location on my phone’s GPS and make my way across town. While I drive, I think about that girl from the other day, the one who bought the purple grips. I wonder if they are for her own bike? She had a dirt bike keychain and motocross stickers on the back of her truck. I can only assume that she does ride. That’s totally hot. It makes her a thousand times hotter than she already is.

      I’ve never dated a girl who rides dirt bikes, but I bet it’s awesome. Hitting up the track with your girl, riding together, watching the races together. A girl who loves motocross is a girl who wouldn’t yell at me for being obsessed with the sport. A motocross girl is a girl I could see myself dating.

      Of course, not this girl. She’s made it very clear that she hates me.

      When I pull up to the track, I’m reminded of some of the smaller Texas tracks my dad used to take me to when I was a kid. They only have one big track on the property, but it looks decent. I see some large tabletop jumps, one double, and a few jumps that I could probably triple if I’m going fast enough. There’s a large metal building right at the entrance and a sign that says you have to park and go inside to sign in.

      The big tracks in my hometown have someone standing at the entrance to sign you in from your vehicle. I guess these small-town tracks don’t have enough employees for that.

      I make my way inside the building, which smells like sawdust and some kind of scented candle. There are red leather couches on one end that face a television that’s playing an X-games DVD. I have the same DVD at my dad’s house. A bored-looking teenage girl stands behind the counter, lazily flipping through a magazine.

      “Hello,” she says when I walk inside. Then she looks up at me. “Whoa. You’re Liam Mosely.”

      “Yep,” I say. “I’m here to ride.”

      “That’s so cool!” She drops the magazine and hands me a clipboard with a sign in sheet. “Are you going to race tomorrow? It would be so cool if you did.”

      I glance at the flyer that’s taped to the countertop. It advertises the Roca Springs Summer Series, which is just a local race they have here every Friday night during the summer. It almost feels wrong to race here at this little small-town track.  I know I’ll beat everyone else without even trying.

      “I don’t know,” I say as I sign in on the clipboard.

      “Oh, you have to,” she says, bouncing on the toes of her feet. “Everyone would love it. I’ve already heard rumors that you were here and everyone is so excited. People keep asking me if you’ve been here to ride yet.”

      I chuckle. For all the trouble that fame can get me into, it’s still fun to be popular. “Maybe I will,” I say, handing her the clipboard and my twenty-dollar entry fee.

      She squeals. “That would be awesome! Hey, do you mind taking a selfie with me?”

      “Go for it,” I say, and the words are barely out of my mouth before she runs around the counter and meets me on the other side, holding out her phone for a selfie. I put an arm around her shoulders and lean in, smiling wide for the camera. I’ve done this a thousand times with a thousand different excited fangirls. Usually, if they’re hot enough, I’ll hit on them. And I’m not blind to the fact that this girl is pretty cute, but I can’t seem to get that other girl out of my mind. I’ve been thinking about her ever since the day I met her, and although I’m dying to get back on my bike and ride, I’d be lying if I said I’m not also secretly hoping to run into her tonight at the track.

      So I let this girl take her picture and then I walk back out to my truck without hitting on her. I’ve already decided that if I’m going to spend my energy on a girl this summer, it’ll be on the girl with the purple grips and the killer glare.
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      I am filled to the brim with disappointment as I drive home after school. It’s humiliating that I had so boldly asked Ryan if he’d like to go out sometime. What was I thinking? If he liked me, he could have asked me out. It would have saved me all this mortification. I’m trying not to think about it, but it’s only been a few hours and it’s hard to let it go.

      He doesn’t like dirt bike girls.

      What does that even mean? I’m still fun. I’m still cool. Why is being a motocross girl considered a bad thing? Ughhh.

      I yell into my pillow and then toss it back on my bed. This weekend is my dad’s weekend, so I’m only stopping off at home to pack up some things to take to his place. My parents divorced two years ago, but it hasn’t been too uncomfortable. They stayed friends, and they told me and Brent that the divorce was for the best because after twenty years of marriage, they just didn’t feel in love with each other anymore. Now Dad lives in a pretty nice condo on the other side of town, and he’s hardly ever there because he works long shifts at the refinery. But he’s off this whole weekend, so I’m going to hang out with him. Since I was sixteen when they divorced, my parents didn’t set up a custody arrangement. I just keep living in my childhood home with Mom and I visit Dad when he’s off work or whenever I feel like it.

      My dad is a tall, rugged man who would rather watch football all day than go to a fancy dinner. Staying with him means pizza and take-out food and I am so here for that.

      I let myself into his apartment with my key and turn on his giant television while I wait for him to get here. I’m hoping that spending the weekend with my dad will help me get over the whole Ryan fiasco. Dad and I usually go to the track and see a movie if there’s anything good playing. Usually Kylie comes with us, but I know there’s no point in asking if she’s free this weekend.

      I’m actually a little mad at her. It was her advice that made me stupidly ask out Ryan. If she hadn’t said anything, I wouldn’t be humiliated right now.

      I’m scrolling through Instagram when Dad gets home with a pizza and a bottle of soda. “Hey, Bells,” he says, “Ready for dinner?”

      “Oh, holy crap,” I say, standing up from the couch. “Roca MX just posted a special!”

      I scroll through their Instagram post making sure my eyes aren’t deceiving me, because this is an insanely good deal.

      “They’re offering a summer pass to ride as many times as you want for just two hundred dollars! It’s only available to the first fifty people who sign up!”

      “That’s a good deal,” Dad says as he reaches into the cabinet for some paper plates.

      “It’s an amazing deal. It costs twenty dollars just to ride for one day, so if I ride ten days, it’ll pay for itself!”

      My dad does not seem as excited as he should be.

      I give him my best I’m your daughter and you love me face. “So… can I have two hundred dollars?”

      He laughs. “You promise you’ll be at the track enough times this summer to make it worth it?”

      “Yessss,” I say, grabbing a slice of pizza. “I’ll be there every day.”

      He lifts an eyebrow.

      “I’m serious!” I say. “Kylie has ditched me for her boyfriend, so I’ll have nothing else to do.”

      “Well, then it sounds like a good investment. We can go tomorrow.”

      I bite my lip. “Can we go tonight?”

      “But we’ve got pizza and TV to watch,” Dad says.

      I bounce on my toes. “Please? It’s only the first fifty people who can get a pass, and you know they’ll go fast. We need to go now. I promise I will be at the track every day to get your money’s worth.”

      What I don’t tell him is that the track is my only friend right now. The track isn’t like Kylie, who ditches me for other people. And the track isn’t like Ryan. The track loves that I love motocross.

      And yeah, the track isn’t actually a human being, so I don’t know why I’m talking about it like this, but I’m just really excited. I know if I sit at home all summer I’ll keep flashing back to being rejected by Ryan and it’ll ruin my days. And Kylie can’t be expected to help me feel better since she’s glued to her boyfriend’s hip. I need this membership to the track. It’ll save a ton of money and it’ll give me something fun to do.

      Dad sighs. “Let’s finish eating and then we’ll head over.”

      I let out a whoop and then I hug him. “You’re the best dad ever.”

      He rolls his eyes.

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      There are still a few hours left until dusk, which is when the track closes. Starting next week when school is out for the summer, they’ll power up the stadium lights that line the track and they’ll stay open until ten o’clock at night, with races every Friday. I convince my dad to load up our dirt bikes so we can get some riding in after we buy my season pass.

      I was right about the need to get here early. There were only nine passes left, but one of them is officially mine.

      Once we park, Dad unloads both of our bikes from the back of his truck, but then he starts chatting with one of his lifelong friends, and I know how that goes. He’ll probably talk all night and never even get on his bike. My dad’s been riding dirt bikes forever, and he bought Brent’s first bike when he was five. I got my first bike, which was Brent’s old bike, when I was six. My mom wasn’t exactly thrilled, but she saw that we were excited about it so she let us ride as long as we always wore our protective gear.

      In the old days, Mom would come to the track with us and she’d make sandwiches and snacks and cheer for us on the sidelines. A few years before the divorce, she stopped coming because she said it was boring being stuck at a hot dirty track all day. Then Brent went to college and Dad moved out, and I had a year where it was really hard to get anyone to take me to the track. Now I have my own truck, and I can go whenever I want to.

      I pull on my riding pants and jersey, then buckle on my boots and pull on my helmet. I put my gloves on last and then I take my bike off the stand and kickstart it to life. The engine rumbles and my excitement sparks to life just like the bike. I love riding. I love being on the track, feeling the wind in my face, even though my helmet deflects most of it. I love the speed and the sharp turns and the smell of exhaust in the air.

      I rev the throttle, admiring my new purple handle grips. They look great.

      After letting the bike warm up, I kick it into first gear and then slowly drive forward. You’re not allowed to speed through the parking lot area, which is called the pits, so I ride slowly through the other trucks and people until I get to the entrance to the track.

      There’s a lot of people standing around a shiny truck that’s parked near the end of the pits. I hope no one has gotten injured. It never fails that when someone is hurt, a crowd of people want to gawk and watch the scene until the ambulance arrives.

      But whatever it is, it’s none of my business, so I pull onto the track and pin the throttle and feel all of my worries wash away in the warm summer air.

      Later, after about seven laps around the track, I’m starting to feel tired and I could use some water. Man, I’m out of shape. I’ve only been out here twice since my birthday, and this new bike is larger and faster than my old one. I need to get in shape if I want to ride longer than seven measly laps.

      I pull off the track and drive back to Dad’s truck. The crowd of people have dispersed and now most of the onlookers are sitting at the bleachers.

      I park my bike, load it up on the aluminum stand and then pull off my helmet, shaking out my hair. Dad isn’t here, but his bike is still on the stand next to mine. Like I suspected, he must be off chatting with his friends.

      I sit on the tailgate of the truck and drink a bottle of water. There’s a lot of people here tonight, but not many of them are riding. Then I see why. There’s a guy sitting on a bike that’s parked near the bleachers. I don’t have to see his face to know he’s some kind of hotshot. He’s got a factory bike that’s been upgraded in every possible way, and the graphics on the plastics are sleek and customized. His black and blue jersey isn’t some default thing you buy in the store like I did. His has logos of various sponsored brands printed on it.

      I lean over to get a peek at his face, and when I do, he’s staring right back at me. I flinch. It’s Liam Mosely.

      I break my gaze and look down at my water bottle, hoping that I wasn’t totally obvious that I was trying to look at him just now. And even though it looked like he was staring at me, maybe he wasn’t. I hope he wasn’t. He has a dozen fans standing around him right now, all talking excitedly and asking for pictures.

      I even see Ryan Hibbard standing there, smiling all big like he’s some starstruck fanboy. Please. Liam Mosely is a jerk, and anyone who wants to take a selfie with him is just pathetic.

      I down the rest of my water bottle and then get back on my bike. If everyone is going to hang out with the disgraced motocross racer instead of ride, then I’ll just take advantage of having the track all to myself.

      I go for another seven laps, but to be honest, I’m lagging for the last two. I’m just too out of shape and this bike is just too fast. It’s twice as powerful as my old Kawasaki 110. I was always too scared to race the Kawi because it was slow. Now I’m too scared to race my Yamaha because it’s way too fast. I guess I’ll try to look at the bright side. This means I have a lot of work to do this summer if I want to get back into riding shape, and if I want to fully learn how to ride this new bike of mine.

      That leaves exactly zero time for hanging around the house feeling sorry for myself because I’m a single, friendless loser.

      Yep. I’ll think on the bright side.

      I slow down as I ride to the edge of the track where the entrance is. It also happens to be right where Liam’s truck is parked. I see him standing there, his elbows resting on the wooden fence that separates the track from the pits. He’s staring at me again, and I sit a little straighter, hoping I look like I belong on this new bike and not like it’s kicking my butt with its powerful engine.

      I know it shouldn’t matter what Liam thinks, but the last thing I want is for a guy like him to think I’m a pathetic weak little girl.

      Dad is sitting on the bleachers next to Ray, which is one of his oldest friends. They both wave at me as I ride by, and I wave back.

      Once again, I park my bike and pull off my helmet. Only this time when I turn around, Liam is standing right in front of me.

      “Hi there,” he says, flashing me that same grin he uses in his professional motocross photoshoots. It’s a good grin.

      But I don’t want him to know that.

      “Can I help you?” I ask. I pull off my gloves and slap them down on the tailgate before sitting on it.

      He holds out a lemon-lime flavored Gatorade, the bottle still dripping with water from where he must have pulled it out of his ice chest. It looks ice cold. And it is very hot out here. “I brought you a drink.”

      I stare at the bottle for a second. All I have is water, and Gatorade is so much better. But taking a gift from Liam Mosely seems like a trick.

      I take the bottle. “Why are you being nice?”

      He shrugs and then cracks open the other bottle and takes a long sip. “Because you’re not obsessed with me.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Liam takes a seat on the tailgate next to me. I briefly wonder what this looks like to anyone who might be looking our way. What would my dad think? I glance toward the bleachers, but he’s got his back to us. If Liam leaves soon, then no one will ever need to know.

      Liam clears his throat and stares off at the horizon. “If I’m going to be stuck here for the summer, I’d like to make a friend or two,” he says, glancing at me for a split second. Our eyes meet and something lights up in my chest. I’m not sure what that feeling is, but I know I’ve never felt it before.

      He smiles just the slightest bit, and the looks down at the grass beneath us. “I came here to practice tonight but everyone here is treating me like a celebrity. It’s been impossible to ride. I can’t even tell you how many pictures I’ve had to smile for and how many helmets I had to sign.”

      “Must be horrible to be so loved,” I say sarcastically.

      He chuckles. “You’re the only person at this entire track who hasn’t bothered me today.”

      “So you thought you’d come over here and bother me?” I say.

      The smile he gives me in this very moment is something I’ve never seen in pictures online. It’s new. It’s…genuine. It makes my whole body feel warm and tingly.

      Snap out of it, Bella!

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you,” he says, standing up. The truck shifts a little with the absence of his weight and I find myself wishing he would sit back down. “I just wanted to bring you a peace offering and apologize again for the other day.”

      “I forgive you,” I say. I don’t even mean to say it. The words just tumble out of my mouth. I open the Gatorade. “You’re lucky this is my favorite flavor, or my forgiveness wouldn’t have come so easily.”

      “Lemon-lime is the only flavor worth drinking,” Liam says.

      I grin.

      Maybe he’s not so horrible after all.
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      Her name is Bella. It’s not short for Isabella…her name is just Bella. I like that. I like the simplicity of it. She’s graduating from high school this year and plans on spending the summer at the track every single day. She bought one of those summer passes to the track, just like I did. She has an older brother, but he’s away at college. Purple is her favorite color, hence the new bike grips. The Yamaha was a birthday gift from her dad.

      These are all the things I learned about her during our short talk at the track last night. I spent the rest of the night thinking over our conversation, replaying it in my mind and wishing I had said all the things I wanted to. But you can’t rush into something like this. It’s been a long time since I’ve dated anyone that was more than a weekend fling. I know I’ve got a massive crush on Bella, but I need to take it slow so I don’t scare her away.

      That’s why I didn’t ask if she had a boyfriend. If I was her type of guy. If she wanted to go on a date. All those things I wanted to say, I held back because I’m not an idiot. I mean, sometimes I can be an idiot – I certainly was at the last professional race that got me kicked off the team. But when it comes to Bella, I refuse to be an idiot.

      She’s even cuter when she laughs. I’d managed to make her laugh twice last night. We only talked for about fifteen minutes, and then she’d gotten this terrified look in her eyes and said her dad was walking off the bleachers and might come back to the truck. I’m pretty sure that was her polite way of telling me to get out of there, so I did.

      Now it’s race day at the small-town Roca Springs Motocross Park, and I’m here two hours early to get some practice in before the races begin. It’s a cloudy gloomy day, with way too much humidity, and I realize that even though this small town is a drastic change from Houston, the humidity is exactly the same. It’s Texas, after all and it’s a pretty hot and humid state.

      I grew up racing on small-town motocross tracks, but after getting a taste of the professional circuit, the small stuff is crazy boring. See, the thing with small-town races is that everyone gets to race. One single race lasts about ten to fifteen minutes, but the whole night lasts from three in the afternoon until usually midnight or later. The races are divided into different classes for all different age groups and bike sizes and abilities. There’s the 50cc race for tiny little kids who ride the smallest dirt bikes they make. Then the races for kids aged six to eight. There’s teenage races and beginner, intermediate, and advanced races. Then one for the over fifty age group, and even a separate race for women only. My race is always the last one of the day, the Pro Class.

      “Pro” here means something different than real professional motocross. It’s just the small-town fancy way of saying “the fastest racers around”. You win three hundred dollars if you win this race. If you win the other races, you just get a trophy. The Pro class is open to anyone, on any bike, and any age. But only the fastest people are brave enough to sign up for this race.

      On the real professional circuit, there’s just two different races with about 25 racers each. We travel around the country racing in a different city each week, and they’re held in massive football stadiums to crowds of tens of thousands of people. The professional racers are celebrities in the world of motocross. I was this close to securing my spot on Team FRZ Frame and becoming one of these professional racers, when I lost it all.

      But I’m only eighteen years old, so it’s not too late. Many of the pros race into their late thirties. I just need to keep my reputation clean this summer, train hard, and come back next season and redeem myself.

      Thinking of becoming a professional racer has been my sole pastime for years now. It’s only lately that another thought has invaded my mind. Bella.

      I look for her at the track, hoping to see her before the races start and all the spectators and fans show up. I know I’ll be swarmed with all the locals who want to meet me, and I’d rather see Bella before then. But as the time goes by, I don’t see her beat-up Chevy truck pull up. I don’t see her dad’s red truck, either. I keep an eye out for her bike—that blue Yamaha with the purple graphics is hard to miss—but I never see it during the practice before the races begin.

      Once the races begin, I find myself put in the obligation of being friendly to the fans. As much as I want to tell everyone to leave me alone, I don’t. You never know who is watching, who is uploading photos of me on social media, who is hanging out in the shadows, taking notes to write some article about me, Liam Mosely, the guy who was recently kicked out of a race not once but twice.

      I can imagine the future news articles. Liam Mosely is making a comeback! Liam Mosely doesn’t seem to have an anger problem in Roca Springs, Texas! Will we see this rising new star on the professional circuit next year?

      I need to stay nice. I need to be friendly and accommodating. If I’m not, the articles will have much different titles.

      Finally, after nine races, the women’s race lines up at the gate. I make my way over to the bleachers to look for Bella’s bike on the starting line. It’s a shame that women are regulated to a “women’s class” as if they shouldn’t ride in whatever class they want. They can of course—there’s no rules against racing with the boys—but most of them don’t.

      My hopes crash and burn when the women’s race begins and I don’t see her bike out there. I don’t get it. She lives here in town. She loves motocross. Why isn’t she racing? Maybe she got sick.

      I sign a few more autographs and pose for about five hundred selfies, and then it’s getting time to prepare for my race, the final one of the first moto. All of the races go twice, and your final results are an average of how you place in both motos. So if you get first place both times, your overall result is first place. But if you get fifth place in the first moto and then first place in the second, your overall result is third place.

      I’ve given up on the hope of running into Bella tonight, and if I’m being honest, I feel a little embarrassed about how I’ve been acting. I’m like a freaking love-sick loser over here. I shouldn’t be thinking of her. I shouldn’t be wanting to see her again. Girls can’t be on my radar, not now, when I’m so close to having the career of my dreams. What am I supposed to do? Date her for the summer and then break up so I can go back to Houston? That’s not a good game plan.

      As I head out to the track to race, I give myself a stern lecture. I swear off girls. I swear off Bella. I remind myself that my career is important and girls can wait until another time. The sky cracks with a shudder of distant lightning, and the wind picks up speed. There’s a thunderstorm in the distance, but the announcer assures everyone over the track’s PA system that he doesn’t think it’ll rain tonight.

      I line up with about a dozen other racers, and for a very short moment, I feel a little guilty. I know I’ll beat all of them without any trouble at all. Maybe I’ll ride a little slower just so it’s not a total blowout. The gate drops and the races begin. I enter the zone. My whole body focuses on only the race. I love this part of motocross, the part where I can disconnect from life, problems, and stress. All that matters is the bike, the track, and getting first place.

      Six laps go by in a blink, and soon I am soaring over the finish line jump to the cheers of hundreds of people in the stands. My heart pounds with the familiar thrill of a win. I pull off the track, preparing to have a full-on hoard of fans envelope me when I get back to my truck. The night sky crackles again, and a burst of lightning shoots across the horizon, temporarily lighting everything up as if it were daylight.

      That’s when I see her. Standing next to a large oak tree that’s near the edge of the track, far away from spectators and the main set of bleachers. She’s wearing jean shorts and a black T-shirt with flip-flops. It doesn’t look like she’s here to race.

      Just like that, my little “no girls allowed” pep talk from a few minutes ago slips right out of my mind. I have to see her. I have to talk to her. I steer my bike off the path and ride up to her, pulling a front wheel wheelie as I jolt to a stop. Girls love that trick because it’s hard. Most guys can’t pull one off, but I can.

      “Hi, Bella.”

      She doesn’t seem impressed at all.

      “Hello,” she says. “Nice race.”

      I shut off my bike, drop my feet to the ground and pull off my helmet. “You’re not racing tonight?”

      She shrugs. “Nah.”

      “That’s a shame. I was going to cheer you on and yell your name from the stands.”

      She rolls her eyes. A cold rush of stormy wind electrifies the air and the sound of thunder doesn’t seem so far away anymore. I’m starting to think that announcer might be wrong. It doesn’t look like the rain will miss us tonight.

      “What are you doing way out here?” I ask, just to keep the conversation going. This isn’t working out at all how I’d like. Usually girls can’t stop talking around me. This one acts like I’m nothing more entertaining than the tree she’s standing under.

      “The bleachers are too crowded. It seems we have a celebrity in our midst and everyone in town had to show up to watch him race.” She gives me a pointed look. Another roll of thunder crackles.

      “Is that why you’re here?” I say, giving her my best cocky smile.

      “You wish,” she says, looking back at the track. The second moto has just begun so the first round of races are starting over.

      “It’s hot when you’re mean to me,” I say, letting my inner flirt rise to the surface.

      Maybe it’s the glow of the stadium lights overhead, but I could swear she blushes. “I’m not being mean to you.”

      “Well, whatever you’re doing… it’s hot.”

      She turns to me, leveling me with that intense stare of hers. “Is this how you win over all the other girls?”

      She thinks I’m toying with her. That I’m the player the news articles make me out to be, when really, I couldn’t be further from a player. Besides a few kissing episodes, I don’t hook up with girls at the races, and my last relationship was over a year ago. She ended up only using me to further her motocross influencer status on social media, but it had been a real relationship. I don’t do random hookups. But something tells me if I try to explain that to Bella right now, she wouldn’t care to hear any of it. She’s made her own opinion on me, and I’ll need to work hard to change it.

      The little voice inside my head gets louder. It tells me to stop thinking like this. Stop wanting to win her over. I should leave. I should quit thinking about her. Quit picturing her lips on mine.

      Before I can think of an answer to her question, lightning flashes and thunder cracks loudly across the sky. The dark clouds open up and rain blankets the track.

      Bella jumps, tucking closer to the tree, which shields us from some of the downpour.

      “Get on,” I say, handing her my helmet. “I’ll take you back to your truck.”

      “That’s okay,” she says. “I’m fine.”

      As if Mother Nature is on my side, the rain gets harder.

      “It’s half a mile back to the pits,” I say over the roaring of wind and rain. “Your flip-flops won’t make it through all that mud.”

      I push my helmet toward her again, knowing that my heart is going to hurt like hell if she doesn’t take it.

      Luckily, she does. She puts it on her head, and then walks toward me. I slide up a little on the seat so she has room, and then she is on my bike, her hands wrapped around my waist. Even through the smell of rain and exhaust, I catch the scent of her shampoo, which smells like coconuts and summer, and it sends a jolt of excitement through my veins.

      Oh man, I’ve got it bad for this girl.
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      Graduation in a small town is so not a big deal. On Instagram, you’d think it’s some glorious affair, but in real life, the one hundred and twelve Roca Springs High seniors just gathered up in the gym and it was over in an hour.

      Kylie’s mom threw a graduation party at her house afterward, and it was just us and a few friends, eating pizza and cake and soda and swimming in her backyard pool.

      I kind of love this small-town life of mine. It’s simple, but it’s home.

      Oh, and Trey had to fly out to Oklahoma to visit his grandparents so Kylie has been alllll mine. It’s good to have a best friend again.

      I have not told her a word about Liam Mosely.

      That’s because, as I remind myself on Monday morning, there is nothing to say about Liam Mosely. So what if he gave me a ride on the back of his bike during the pouring rain. So what if pouring rain is literally the most romantic situation on the planet.

      So what if I can still feel his impressively hard abs underneath my fingers while I held on tightly as we rode through the pits?

      None. Of. That. Matters.

      The only thing that does matter is that the track finally dried up from that two-day thunderstorm we had, and I can finally ride again. The track is still open when it’s muddy, but I’m not a fan. They’re called dirt bikes, after all. Not mud bikes.

      Mom gets so angry when my bike is muddy and I hose it off in the driveway because all that mud turns to dirt that never seems to wash off the concrete.

      Kylie got stuck helping her mom do some cleaning around their house, so I head to the track alone. It’s Monday in the middle of the day and most adults have to work, so I have the track all to myself.

      I spend a few laps riding for fun, and then I try to ride for speed. It doesn’t really matter, because I’m way too scared to race, but I like trying to go faster than I ever have. This new bike has a lot of power. But even I have my limits, and I’m terrified of the finish line jump. It’s this huge tabletop, ninety feet long according to the track announcer, and I can’t even come close to jumping a third of the way across it. It’s just too scary.

      With a tabletop jump, the whole base of the jump is flat, like a table, with a ramp at the beginning that launches you into the air, and a soft slope at the end that brings you back to ground level and the rest of the track.

      If you try jumping this monstrosity and you aren’t going fast enough to clear the whole thing, your bike will land with a massive thunk on the flat part of the jump. In motocross lingo, they call it “casing” a jump, and I’ve done it enough times to know I don’t want to do it again. Your ankles crash against the foot pegs and your wrists crash against the handlebars—that’s if you’re lucky enough to keep holding onto them—and your whole body is wracked with a shuddering pain.

      So although I go as fast as I feel comfortable around the track, easily clearing few smaller jumps, I always slow down and roll the finish line jump.

      Things are going great for an hour, and then everything changes. The new celebrity of the town shows up, and it’s obvious by the line of people who are hanging around his truck trying to talk to him. As if the guy needs any more of an ego…ugh.

      When he gets on the track, I immediately pull off and head back to my truck. Practice days at the track mean everyone gets to ride whenever they want. But there’s this unspoken rule in small town motocross. If you’re crazy fast on a bike, you should be careful around everyone else. Just like when I’m riding and I see a little kid on a tiny bike in front of me, I’ll slow down and slowly ride around him so I don’t startle him, or worse, crash into him.

      Guys like Liam don’t care about common courtesy. He doesn’t take fun laps around the track. He keeps the throttle pinned at full speed the whole time he’s out there, and for that reason, I don’t want to share the track with him.

      He’s a show off, plain and simple.

      I sit on my tailgate and bask in the hot summer sun while I wait for him to get off the track. He rides for forty-five minutes straight without ever tiring or slowing down.

      This goes on for three days. I get to the track first thing in the morning to ride, and then Liam shows up at some point, swamped by adoring fans, and then he rides forever as if he owns the freaking track. By the fourth day of being unable to ride because of him, I decide to just pack up my stuff and go home. I’m tired of sitting here all alone waiting for some time to use the track.

      Maybe I’ll start getting here at eight in the morning right when they open. Liam usually shows up around noon, so that’ll give me a couple hours to ride before he comes and ruins it all.

      I pull off my gear and change back into shorts and a tank top, slipping my socked feet into some slides. I’m covered in sweat and completely exhausted from the heat and my annoyance with Liam, so instead of packing up my bike right away, I walk over to the concession stand and buy a sports drink. The stand is a little food truck thing that the owner brings out during the summer and during races. While I’m waiting for the girl inside to hand me my change, I look over and see Ryan sitting on the bleachers. This is the first time I’ve seen my former crush at the track in a while. It’s the first time I’ve seen him since graduation, when he smiled at me and acted like I hadn’t humiliated myself in front of him during AP Chemistry. I guess that was nice of him to do.

      He’s flirting his butt off with another girl who doesn’t live in town but I see her here a lot. She’s tall and gorgeous and she rides a Kawasaki.

      Ryan has to be aware of this fact because she standing there in her full riding gear, her hair all messed up from her helmet, and she is so very clearly a dirt bike rider.

      But he looks smitten, and googly-eyed, and like he’s about to drool all over himself while he talks to her.

      What kind of crap is that?

      He specifically told me he didn’t like me because I rode dirt bikes.

      I get my change and I crack open my lemon-lime Gatorade, trying to act normal as I walk past Ryan and his stupid girl crush. White hot rage and shame and all kinds of horrible feelings pour through my veins. Ryan lied. It wasn’t dirt bikes he didn’t like. It was just me.

      I wasn’t good enough. I wasn’t pretty enough or tall enough or funny enough or whatever this girl has that I don’t – I wasn’t that.

      I can’t believe I was stupid enough to think a guy would like me. Clearly there’s something wrong with me.

      “Hey, Bella,” Ryan calls out, holding up his hand in a friendly wave.

      What a giant jerk. I give him a curt nod because now we’ve made eye contact and I have to do something, but I don’t have to be friendly about it.

      Then, as if Fate decided that my day needed to get a little worse, Liam freaking Mosely comes riding up on his shiny expensive factory dirt bike. He leans it against the bleachers and then sits on the bottom row while his adoring fans gather around him.

      His face brightens the moment he sees me. I wish I could walk anywhere else, but unfortunately the bleachers are right between the concession stand and my truck and I’m already here.

      “Bella,” he calls out, waving his hand toward me. “Come hang out.”

      “I’m actually leaving,” I say, shocking myself with how harsh my voice sounds.

      “Because people like you hog the track and make it impossible for people like to me to have any fun.”

      I walk faster, hoping to get back to my truck and get out of here before anyone else talks to me. But it’s just a few seconds later when I hear the heavy footfalls of motocross boots behind me.

      “Bella, wait,” Liam calls out.

      I can’t believe he left his bike and his fans back at the bleachers to follow me.

      I keep walking the short distance to my truck and then I turn around, leveling him with a glare. “You heard me. You come out here every day and you hog the track as if it’s your own personal professional race, and guess what, it’s not.”

      “You’ve been here every day?” he says, his face twisting in confusion. “I haven’t seen you.”

      “That’s because you’re always on the track!”

      He frowns. “It’s an open track. Everyone can ride at the same time.”

      I shake my head as I grab my stuff and start loading it into the bed of my truck. “No, we can’t. You’re too fast. You tear around the track without a care in the world and it’s too scary to ride out there with you.”

      I grab the metal ramp and slide it down the bed of my truck, letting it fall hard to the ground. It’s a ramp that I use to roll my bike up into the back of my truck. It’s also the worst part of riding motocross. Loading and unloading your bike is scary because the ramp is like four feet tall and my new bike is almost as tall as I am. I’m always afraid I’ll fall over or drop my bike or something equally awful. And now I’m even more nervous to load up my bike with Liam watching.

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “I had no idea.”

      I scoff and reach for my bike, taking it off the stand. “Didn’t you realize that everyone gets off the track when you get on it?”

      He bites his bottom lip. “I thought they just wanted to watch me ride.”

      I roll my eyes. “Oh my God, you are vain.” I grunt as I pull my bike back and roll it around to line up with the ramp on the back of my truck. My hands are shaking because I need all of my concentration to get this thing into my truck. I wish Dad or Brent were here to do it for me.

      “Everyone doesn’t love watching you ride, Liam. We come out here and we pay good money so that we can ride, too. But you’ll stay out there an hour sometimes, and it’s just not fair.”

      “Why won’t you ride if I’m on the track?” he says, walking up to the other side of my bike.

      “It’s too scary,” I admit, and the anger fades from my voice because this is embarrassing. “You’re too fast. I’m scared I’ll move the wrong way and you’ll slam into me.”

      “I’m careful on the track.” He reaches out and takes the other handlebar of my bike with his right hand, his left hand going to the bike seat. “I wouldn’t slam into you.”

      His eyes meet mine for just a moment, and then with all the ease of a professional, he walks my bike right up the ramp as if it takes him no effort at all. The whole process takes me like four minutes, one slow step up the ramp at a time. I want to hate him for it, but I’m grateful.

      I reach for one of the tie down straps in the bed of my truck and hand it to him. He hooks it over my handlebars and then fastens the other one himself.

      With my bike loaded, he hops out of the bed of my truck in another swift motion that makes my heart skip a beat. He’s so limber and strong, and it’s incredibly attractive. He takes the metal ramp and folds it in half at the hinges, then slides it into my truck bed.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, as he closes my tailgate and then turns around to face me. “I didn’t know, but I’ll be better next time. I’ll take more breaks. Give other people time to ride.”

      “Thank you,” I say, being surprised by him yet another time. I really want to stay and keep talking, but I know better than to do this to myself.

      I open my truck door and Liam’s voice calls out my name. “Bella.”

      I turn back to him. “What?”

      “You’re a good rider,” he says. “I watched you when I first got here. But why don’t you go over the finish line jump?”

      I shrug. “The same reason I won’t ride while you’re on the track.”

      I close my door and start up my truck, and I refuse to look back at him as I drive away. I know why I don’t do the finish line jump, and why I don’t race, and why I shouldn’t have asked Ryan if he wanted to go out with me. It’s simple. Humans have been following this instinct for thousands of years. It’s the way people look out for themselves.

      It’s fear.
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      I think about what Bella said all night, and I feel ashamed that it never occurred to me before. I am usually the only person on the track when I ride, but I just thought people stopped riding so they could watch me. Um, arrogant much?

      Heat washes over my face every time I think about it. I’m basically a professional racer. Everyone else just rides for fun. I shouldn’t take the fun out of it by riding at full speed on the track. When I get up the next morning, I hope she’s there so I can prove that I can be a nice guy.

      I see Bella the moment I drive into the motocross park. She’s sitting on her bike near that oak tree at the edge of the track. She’s watching other people ride, waiting for I don’t know what.

      I park and unload my bike and get dressed, and she’s still sitting there straddling her bike with her helmet and gear on. She’s like a magnet, pulling me toward her even when she doesn’t know I’m here. I can’t help myself.

      I ride up slowly, coming to a stop next to her.

      “Good morning,” I call out over the sound of my bike engine.

      “Morning,” she says, barely glancing at me.

      “How’s the track?” I ask, just to make conversation.

      “I haven’t been out yet.”

      I glance over the track. There’s only a few people out there, none of them fast riders.

      “Come on,” I say, revving my bike. “Let’s go.”

      She probably scoffs or something that I can’t see because of her helmet. Her shiny purple helmet twists left and right while she shakes her head no.

      “Come on,” I say. “Start your bike. I’ll follow you.”

      “Not happening,” she calls out.

      “Do a practice lap with me and then I’ll leave you alone.”

      She studies me for a moment. All I can see are the narrow slits of her eyes under her goggles and helmet, but I think she’s actually considering it. I flash her a smile, hoping she can see that I mean no harm.

      “Please?”

      She cranks up her bike and rolls away, and I hope that’s an invitation to follow her. We make a practice lap around the track, going slowly and not leaving third gear. It’s always a good idea to take a slow lap before you pick up speed, that way you can get a feel for the track and any changes to the terrain or layout that happened since the last time you were on the track. After the lap is over, Bella picks up speed. I follow her, keeping close behind. She could easily wave me past her or pull off the track if she wants, but she doesn’t, so I keep riding.

      It’s an old trick that was used on me when I was a kid. Now I’m using it on her. When you ride closely behind someone, they’re going to ride faster than normal. It’s just natural.

      A lap passes, and then another. Bella is still in front of me, her form excellent as she sweeps through turns and soars over the jumps. This girl can hold her own on a bike, and it’s incredibly sexy to me. She’s doing great, and she has a real talent, but every time she gets to the finish line tabletop jump, she slows down.

      I don’t know why she’s so scared of it. All she’d have to do is pin it in third gear, stand on the balls of her feet and hold on tightly. The bike can handle the jump. It’s her mind that’s blocking her.

      Maybe it’s a little mean of me, but I start riding a little closer. I’m on her tail, keeping my tire just a breath away from hers. She goes faster. She clears more jumps. She tightens her form, sliding forward on the bike in the turns and pushing back on the straightaways. Someone has taught her well, and she’s no newbie to the sport.

      So why doesn’t she race?

      Is she scared?

      I’m in the moment now, the background a total blur as I keep my bike right behind hers. We’re not going nearly fast enough for me, but it’s a hell of a lot faster than she’s used to. I get a rush of excitement and pride as I see her go faster and faster. We reach the finish line jump for the fifth time, and this time she doesn’t let off the throttle, doesn’t drop a gear. She stays pinned. She’s determined. She’s in the zone, just like I am. She’s ready for this. I can see it in her form, the way her head is ducked, shoulders tight, knees clamped to the bike frame.

      She hits the ramp and it launches her into the air, with me right behind. For a moment, we are flying—we are bodies and bikes and nothing is tethering us to the ground. I count the seconds – one, two, three, four, five.

      She lands a little wobbly, but she’s done it.

      She’s cleared the jump.

      I let out a whoop to myself and follow her as she takes a sharp turn off the track and back to the pits. She doesn’t drive to her truck, she goes straight to that oak tree that I’m starting to think is her favorite part of the track. Maybe because it’s so out of the way, tucked into a corner of the property that no one ever goes to.

      She stops her bike and leans it against the tree and then yanks off her helmet as if she’s in a daze. Crap. I’m fully expecting to get a verbal lashing right about now. She might hate me for doing what I did, even though I was only trying to help her ride better. I stop my bike, but stay seated on it just in case she wants me to leave.

      “Oh my God,” she says, pacing around in a circle. “I did it!”

      She smiles at me and the tension in my chest fades away.

      “You did it,” I say, taking off my helmet and setting it on my gas tank.

      “How did you do that?” Her cheeks are flushed from adrenaline and her hair is all frizzy around her face and she’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.

      I shrug. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Yes you did, you know exactly what you did,” she says, marching closer to me. “You pushed me. You made me do that.”

      She doesn’t sound angry. I shrug. “Maybe I did something.”

      Her chest heaves while she catches her breath. She runs a hand over her hair and gazes back out at the track. “That was amazing. I can’t believe I cleared it. I could kiss you right now.”

      Suddenly every single sound in the world disappears and all I can think about is the echo of what she just said.

      “So do it,” I say.

      Her cheeks flush three times redder and she shakes her head. “That was a figure of speech…” she turns and paces back toward her bike. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      My heart seizes up and collapses under my rib cage, but I try not to seem disappointed. “Well, I accept your figure of speech. I’m glad you landed the jump. You looked awesome out there.”

      “I like how you did that,” she says. “You did that on purpose, huh? Riding behind me, making me go faster?”

      I grin. “It’s what taught me how to ride when I was a kid.”

      She nods. “Well, thanks. It was cool. Now I hope I can do that jump again without you behind me.”

      “You can, I say, tapping my head. “It’s all in here. Just tell yourself you’ve got it, and you will.”

      Something shifts in her gaze. I might be wrong, but I think she’s changing her mind about me. Maybe she doesn’t see me as the bad guy anymore. I didn’t realize how much I wanted her to like me until I realize that she does like me.

      Well… at least she doesn’t hate me.

      “You want to get some lunch?” she says.

      I nod quickly. “Yeah.”

      I follow her as she rides through the pits and parks at her truck. I leave my bike next to hers and together we walk toward the concession stand near the bleachers. It’s just after noon, and there’s a pretty large crowd today. People call my name or wave at me as I walk by, and I wish they’d just leave me alone.

      Can’t they see I’m with the most beautiful girl I’ve ever met? I don’t have time for small talk with fans right now.

      Bella orders some nachos and I get the same thing but add chili and jalapenos to mine. I try to pay for both of us, but she swiftly shoots me down, tossing a five dollar bill to the girl in the concession stand before I can argue.

      Okay, so Bella doesn’t want a guy paying for her. That doesn’t mean she doesn’t like me. I still have all summer to convince her that I’m worth it.

      Wait… when did I start thinking like this?

      I take a deep breath but it doesn’t clear my head. I’m in deep here. I’ve got a huge crush on this girl but it all feels so pointless. I can’t start dating someone right now – especially when I’ll be leaving after the summer is over. And especially since she still doesn’t trust me.

      “I wish we could eat in privacy,” I say as we get our food and Gatorades. “I would say we could eat at my truck but people always stop by and bother me.”

      “I have an idea,” she says. “Follow me and act casual.”

      She walks quickly, disappearing between the cars that are parked in the pits, and walking toward the back of the pit area instead of the front, where all the people congregate.

      Soon, the trees thicken a bit since we’re at the edge of the property. There’s an old shed out here, with some picnic tables in front of it. One wall used to be a glass window I guess, but it’s long since been shattered and now it’s just a big hole in the building.

      “This is the old score tower,” Bella says, stepping over a broken branch and shoving the door until it creaks open.

      Inside is a black and white checkered tile floor, and some barstools that face the broken window. There’s also a counter where we can sit our food. Trees shade the area and a cool breeze makes it a lot more pleasant than standing out in the sun.

      “No one comes out this far,” she says, taking a seat on one of the stools.

      “I like it,” I say, gazing around the abandoned building. It’s small, about the size of a two car garage. There are old plaques on the wall and framed pictures of famous racers from back in the day.

      “The track used to be over here,” she says, motioning toward the empty land in front of us. “Then in the nineties, they moved it to where it is now. Something about flood zones or whatever. I don’t know… my dad told me about it once. He’s been coming here since he was a kid.”

      “How long have you been into motocross?” I ask.

      “My whole life,” she says, taking a nacho chip and eating it.

      “Me too.”

      She grins. “Thanks again for what you did earlier. This is the best day of riding I’ve ever had.”

      I wish I could tell her all the things I’m thinking. Like how when she smiles it makes my heart hurt in a way I’ve never felt before. And how I think about her all day and all night, and I don’t even know her well but I want to. How the idea of dating her makes me want to throw away my whole career and just stay here in Roca Springs forever.

      But instead, I smile and say, “Anytime.”
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      This is the most freedom I’ve had in my life. Now that school is over, and I’m all graduated and adultish, my parents don’t seem to care what I’m up to. Summer breaks were always filled with freedom because both of my parents work during the day, but now it’s different. I’m older. I feel like I could disappear for a few days and they wouldn’t even notice. It’s a strange and fun feeling being an adult now. I’ll start college in the fall, but for now, my summer is motocross.

      And Liam.

      We haven’t done anything. We’re just friends. But my perception of him has changed a lot since the day I first saw him at the bike shop. While I’m not stupid enough to think he’s not at least halfway arrogant, I know there’s more to him now. We’ve been meeting up at the track every day for a couple of weeks now. Every day he rides with me and teaches me better techniques and helps me become a raster rider.

      He’s a great teacher, and I can tell that he must have worked with some good teachers when he was learning how to ride. He knows all kinds of tricks and techniques—stuff I’ve never even heard of. My lap time goes down by ninety seconds, which I never even thought was possible.

      Liam really knows his stuff, and he seems happy to share it all with me, even though he could easily set up shop and charge money for giving out lessons like this. Sometimes I think he’s just trying to hide from all his fans and that’s why he’s “training” me at the track each day. Because as soon as we split apart and go our separate ways, he’s swarmed by people who want to chat with him or get pictures. It’s kind of ridiculous.

      We both thought the fandom would die down after a week or so, and it did with the regulars. But now that word has spread online, people are traveling here from a few hours away just to get a glimpse of Liam. It’s a never-ending stream of fans who want to meet him. I think that’s why we spend so much time on the track. He can pretend he’s busy giving me tips and lessons and that means he can’t get sucked into long conversations with fans.

      At least, I guess that’s what’s going on. Liam might have been a little flirty with me in the beginning, but not anymore. He treats me like one of the guys, like he treats everyone else at this track. Sometimes I think that maybe I imagined that night when it started raining and he called me hot. That night cemented itself into my brain and I went home and thought about him for hours…made up stupid fantasies of us dating and how I could maybe change him from being arrogant and having anger issues. It was really embarrassing how far I took those daydreams.

      And yet, it was all for nothing. Liam treats me totally platonically now. We’re friends. We’re buds.

      It’s nothing flirty, and it’s nothing special.

      And if I’m being honest, it sucks.

      But I won’t let him know that.

      On Friday morning, I pull my hair into a messy bun on top of my head. I haven’t washed it in two days, but who am I trying to impress? Today is race day, so practice hours are only early in the morning and then everyone who isn’t racing has to clear out.

      I pack up my stuff and load my dirt bike into my truck, which is starting to make this weird clunking sound when I drive. My old truck was Brent’s high school truck. He got a new one when he went to college and I got this. It’s ten years old and has over a hundred thousand miles on it, and it’s all dinged up on the outside and worn out on the inside, but at least I’ve got wheels. My mom had tried to buy me a sensible car, but I told her you can’t haul a dirt bike in a car.

      So me and my clunky truck make our way to the track. I’ve already gotten my dad’s money worth from my season pass. I’ve been here every single day since school got out, and so has Liam. (not that it matters.)

      I pull into the track and park near that old oak tree at the edge of the property. It’s my favorite place to park because most people park near the bleachers. Here, I’m alone and can change clothes in peace. That’s one sucky thing about being a woman motocross rider. I can’t just strip naked to change into my gear.

      I wear spandex boy short underwear and a sports bra. I tug on my riding pants either while I’m sitting in my truck, or while standing on the side of my truck if no one is around. Then I quickly slip off my tank top and put on my jersey. A lot of girls don’t mind flashing around their torsos and sports bras, because it is kind of like wearing a bathing suit after all, but I always feel weird.

      Guys have it easy in this regard. They walk around shirtless in boxers and no one cares. I’m surprised to see Liam’s shiny blue truck parked at the track when I get here. He’s in my spot, which I’ve started calling “our” spot over the last week because he parks here too. But he’s normally not here until noon because he says he’s not an early riser. I check the time on my dashboard. It’s just after nine in the morning.

      Liam is sitting on his tailgate, wearing black surf shorts and no shirt. I’m trying to play it extremely cool here, but it’s hard. Liam is gorgeous. He’s got that racer body, all tight ripped muscles and golden tan. He must have had his hair trimmed last night because the sides are short and shaved, and the top part is crisply cut. It looks really good. Like male model good.

      And here I am with two-day old hair, an old T-shirt and cut off shorts. I am not the kind of girl who should be checking him out right now. I’m so out of his league, it’s not even funny.

      “Good morning,” I say, walking up to him. His bike is still in the back of his truck, and he hasn’t unpacked anything yet. He must have just gotten here.

      His expression brightens when he sees me. “You weren’t kidding. You get here early.”

      I shrug. “What else do I have to do all summer?”

      “Sleep in late,” he says, sliding over on the tailgate. He pats the spot next to him and I feel a flutter of butterflies release from my stomach as I move to sit down.

      “Sleeping in late is boring,” I say with a shrug. I stumble over my words, because after that brief smile he gave me, Liam’s expression darkened quite a bit.

      “No hot dates keeping you up late?” he says. I snort out a laugh, wondering if maybe I just imagined that weird look on his face just now.

      “No hot dates,” I say. “It’s not for a lack of trying.”

      He turns toward me. “Oh?”

      I shrug. “I asked out this guy not too long ago. He said no.”

      Liam frowns, his bottom lip jutting out in the cutest possible way. “What kind of guy would turn you down?”

      “He’s a big fan of yours,” I say with a sarcastic chuckle. “His name is Ryan. He was all googly-eyed at you when he first met you at the track.”

      Liam rolls his eyes. “Ugh.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      He’s quiet for so long that I’m pretty sure something is bothering him. Especially since the track is empty and it’s the perfect time to ride and yet he’s making no attempt to do so.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      “I’m sick of the fame.”

      I look over at him and he’s watching me, those dark eyes looking directly into mine. I have no idea what to say to that.

      He holds out his cell phone, which has been in his hand this whole time. My heart does this little leap in my chest because I think he’s going to ask for my phone number.

      “Read it,” he says.

      Okay so, not my phone number. His phone browser is open to a motocross gossip website. I skim through an article titled Liam Mosely – from Bright Lights and Big Trophies to Slumming it in Roca Springs, Texas.

      It’s basically a bunch of crap that’s bashing him for being exiled to my hometown for the summer. The article talks about how this town sucks, and there’s no nightlife or fun things to do, and how the closest motocross track is a rinky-dink place for losers. I’m probably more offended than Liam is right now, and the whole article is mocking him for his plans this summer.

      “Forget them,” I say, handing his phone back. “Those sites just thrive on pointless gossip.”

      “That pointless gossip could make or break my career. I’m trying really hard here. To redeem myself… and all that.”

      I swallow. We’ve talked a lot about motocross, but not about this.

      “What are you going to do after the summer is over?”

      He takes a deep breath. “I’m going back to professional racing and I’m going to hope I get picked up for a team.”

      “You will,” I say, trying to be reassuring.

      “I’m not so sure about that.” His forearm flexes as he presses his palms to the warm metal of his truck bed. “I really screwed up. I lost my temper, and I shouldn’t have. But I have to get back there. I need to race professionally. It’s all I’ve got.”

      “Well, you know what you want to do with your life, which is awesome,” I say, giving him a small smile. “I’m starting college soon, but I still have no idea what I want to do.”

      “Well I know what I want. I want to race. I don’t want some cubicle job. I don’t want some random career…” He looks over at me. “I want to race.”

      I reach over and touch his hand. His skin is warm in the summer sun. “You’ll get your career back.”

      “Is that a promise?” he says with a slight grin.

      “I don’t make the rules,” I say, slowly moving my hand away from his. “But I’ve got a good feeling about it.”

      Whatever this feeling is between us right now, it doesn’t feel insignificant. He leans a little bit closer, just an inch or so, but it sets my whole body on fire.

      He reaches out and covers my fingertips with his. “You should race tonight.”

      I suck in a shallow breath. That is not what I thought he might say.

      I shake my head while I wait for the words to come to me. “I don’t race.”

      “Why not?” he asks.

      I shrug. “I don’t know. No reason, really. I just don’t want to.”

      His finger brushes down the back of my hand and then he looks out at the track. “The next lesson I’ll teach you is how to control your fear.”

      “I didn’t say I was scared.”

      His grin could melt the rubber off my boots. “You didn’t have to.”
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      When the races begin, the track is filled with people. Every space of land has a car parked on it, and the bleachers are overstuffed with spectators. The sweet older woman who works in the score tower told me that it’s all thanks to me, as if this huge turnout of people is a good thing.

      I mean, it is a good thing, for her. For the business. They charge ten dollars per person to watch the races, so my sudden exile to this small town has made business boom. It just sucks for me because I’m forced to either be rude and tell everyone to leave me alone, or suck it up and smile politely and take photos.

      So far, I’ve done the latter. I just really wish I could do the first thing.

      But being a jerk is what got me into this mess in the first place. If I hadn’t pummeled two handsy rookies in front of everyone at the stadium, this wouldn’t have happened. Don’t get me wrong, they both deserved it for taking advantage of girls.

      I just should have done it in private.

      I get ready for my first race of the night and I see Bella standing near her truck, which is parked by her tree. She told me today that the tree is her favorite spot because it’s shady and out of the way of everyone else. She didn’t have to say it, but I know why she likes to park away from everyone else. She’s scared. Scared of being judged, or watched, or whatever it is she’s afraid of. That’s why she won’t race. Despite telling me she’s had a dirt bike since she was a little kid, she’s now eighteen years old and won’t race. I wish I could talk her into it. She would be so good and she would love it, but only if she could let go of her fear.

      As I make my way toward the starting line for my race, I lift my hand off the handlebars and give her a wave. She’s sitting on her truck’s tailgate, wearing those extremely sexy cut off shorts I’ve seen on her twice before. She smiles and waves back at me.

      It’s a simple gesture but it makes my pulse speed up a bit. Bella is so gorgeous and kind and I don’t think she realizes any of it. The way she looked when she told me about that jackass who rejected a date with her almost broke me. She deserves to be told yes. To dates. To anything she wants. That guy didn’t realize what he was missing.

      The gate drops and the race begins and I’m off my game. I can’t get Bella out of my mind, and I miss the holeshot to some teenager on a Honda.

      The holeshot is what you call being in first place when the race starts. All the riders are lined up at the starting gate, and when that gate drops, we all take off at once. The person who comes out in the lead has the holeshot.

      I always get the holeshot.

      But just now, I didn’t. I’m in second place. That is unacceptable.

      I grit my teeth and twist the throttle and speed past that little twerp who managed to get into first place. I pass him easily, because this is what I do. This is what I was born to do.

      I hold first place for the next six laps, but it’s challenging. This kid is determined to win, and he’s probably been training pretty hard for it. Normally this would be a piece of cake, but as each lap goes by, and each jump sends me and my bike soaring through the air, I can’t stop thinking about her. I almost hit a turn too fast because I’m looking for her when I drive by her truck. She’s still on her tailgate, still watching me.

      Is she thinking about me like I’m thinking about her? Or is she just watching the race?

      Focus, Liam.

      Finally, the checkered flag flies and the race is over and I’ve secured my place in front. But my heart is thundering in my chest. I wish I could hop off this bike, run up and kiss her. But that kind of thing is frowned upon in real life, even if it’s considered romantic in movies.

      I pull off the track and ride back to my truck, which is parked next to Bella. But she’s not there anymore. I take off my gear, surprised at how hard my heart is beating, Racing is hard work, but I’m never this exhausted afterward.

      Maybe it’s because my heart knows what I plan on doing as soon as I find her.

      While I’m at it, all full of adrenaline and confidence, I decide to make myself a better person, someone who is deserving of dating a girl like Bella. I reach into my truck and find my phone, which I’d tossed into the center console before the races begin. I open up my Instagram, which I haven’t used in a while.

      Team FRZ Frame kicked me to the curb because I displayed “unprofessional behavior that doesn’t comply with the family sport of motocross.”

      It’s time to change that. I don’t want to be the anger-issues jerk anymore. I open the camera and snap a picture of myself, feeling like a fool for doing it. I’m sweaty and my hair is messed up, but I’m grinning underneath the bright outdoor lights of the motocross track.

      I sit in my truck and close the door to keep any fans away, even though I don’t see them right now. Parking out here by Bella was a great idea. I take a deep breath and compose a caption for this goofy selfie.

      

      
        
        Hi guys. It’s me, Liam Mosely. I haven’t posted on here in a while because my life has been kind of crazy. Not gonna lie, I screwed up. I spent my whole life working hard to get a spot on a professional racing team and when it was in my reach, I messed up. I shouldn’t have fought another racer. I shouldn’t have acted like a jerk to my fans. For everything I’ve done, I’m sorry. It was wrong, and rude, and unprofessional. That’s not who I want to be anymore. Motocross is my life, my heart, and all I care about. I promise to do better. I’m so grateful for all my fans, and I won’t let you guys down anymore. That’s a promise. XO -Liam

        

      

      

      I can’t overthink it or I’ll wuss out. So I post the photo and then drop my phone back in the console. I have twenty thousand followers on Instagram and I’m sure the comments will blow up in a minute, but I’ll worry about that later. Apologizing is the first step to redemption. I don’t want to be known as the guy who lost his temper on the track.

      The reasons for that can’t ever be revealed anyhow, so I’ll just keep it to myself. And I’ll be better.

      I put on a smile and walk toward the crowds, which is expected of me each race day. I can’t just hide out in my truck the whole time, as much as I’d like to. I need to be here, shaking hands and making fans. That’s what’ll get me back on the team and fix my career.

      Plus, I really want to find Bella. She’s always so happy for me when I win a race. I keep thinking that one of these days she’ll run up and hug me or kiss my cheek or something, but maybe that’s just wishful thinking.

      My heart seizes up when I find her again. She’s standing near the bleachers, drinking a diet soda, and talking to some guy. He looks about our age, with dark hair that’s cut short, and he’s wearing a Fox racing shirt but he’s clearly just here as a spectator tonight and he’s not racing. He’s smiling at her and she’s smiling back and whatever they’re talking about must be entertaining. Ugh.

      White hot rage boils up in my chest, but I’m not mad at him, I’m mad at myself. I should have asked her out sooner. We’ve been hanging out every day and riding together and eating nachos for lunch together. I should have asked to take her out on a real date. I’ve had two weeks to do it. This is my fault, not his.

      And then, like some kind of magic gift from the heavens, a girl with long black hair that hangs in two braids down her back walks up and links her hand into the guy’s hand. She joins in conversation with Bella and the guy and I realize that my shot isn’t over. They’re just friends. He has a girlfriend, who also happens to be friends with Bella. Awesome.

      I’m back in the game.

      I take one step toward her, fully planning on asking her out, and then two girls step in front of my path. They’re wearing Team FRZ Frame t-shirts and big smiles. “Oh my god,” one of them says, holding up her phone. My selfie Instagram photo is on the screen. “This was the coolest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      I give her a sheepish smile. “What can I say? I’m trying.”

      She leans forward and hugs me, as if we’re old friends and not strangers. “I’m really proud of you,” she says.

      Her friend nods. “Me too. Can we get a photo?”

      I force a friendly smile. “Of course.”

      More fans line up, and I realize I should have posted my huge apology after the races when I was safely at home, because now everyone in the stands have seen my photo and they’re all talking about it. They all want photos with me, which I happily oblige because it’s expected of me now.

      What’s better for my image than to be seen taking lots of pictures with fans? I hope Team FRZ Frame is watching.

      By the time the night is wrapping up and I have some space to breathe, I can’t find Bella again. I walk back to our trucks, but hers is gone. I check the time and it’s just after midnight. I guess she went home. But I won’t let that derail my plans. I’m on a high of adrenaline from winning my race, and making so many fans happy tonight. What do I have to lose?

      I pull out my phone and look up her number. We’d exchanged numbers the other day but we haven’t texted each other yet since I see her every day at the track and I’ve been a little nervous to make the first move.

      But it’s time.

      
        
        Me: Hey, sorry I missed you. You still awake?

        Bella: Yep, just got home. Was getting too tired to drive so I didn’t want to stay longer. Good race tonight.

        

      

      Her reply is so professional. I’m about to break down those walls with one carefully worded text. I bite my lip and type out the words, then I hit send.

      
        
        Me: Will you go on a date with me?

      

      

      It takes her three minutes to respond but I feels like an eternity.

      
        
        Bella: Sorry… I don’t think that’s a good idea.
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      What just happened?

      And why did I reply like that?

      I take a deep breath and realize I’m borderline hyperventilating right now. There’s only so many deep breaths I can take before I pass out, so I need to chill.

      Liam just asked me out.

      He. Asked. Me. out.

      Am I imagining this?

      I read over his words a thousand times before I typed my reply, and even as I did reply, I still worried I somehow read them wrong. Like, maybe he was asking if he could borrow a helmet and my weirdo brain accidentally assumed he was asking me out.

      But it’s not a mistake. That’s what he said. The very first text this boy sends me and it’s a date request.

      Holy. Crap.

      I reluctantly tell him that I don’t think it’s a good idea. Not because I want to, but because that’s the truth.

      I wasn’t even good enough for Ryan Hibberd, who is just a regular person like I am. How on earth could I be good enough for Liam Mosely who is freaking famous? It would only end badly.

      It would only break my heart. And I’m smarter than that.

      But it hurts all the same when I tell him it’s not a good idea. I sit here on my bed, and it’s almost midnight, and I’m staring at my phone, which is creating a glow in my otherwise dark bedroom. I don’t want him to reply, but I do want him to reply. I don’t know what I want.

      He replies.

      
        
        Liam: Fair point… I understand.

      

      

      Well, that was… professional…

      And here’s what’s stupid about my brain. Liam just asked me out. I told him no. He politely said okay. And yet, somehow I’m upset? I guess I wanted him to argue with me. To send another text or two asking me to reconsider. To fight for me.

      But he didn’t.

      That should be a good thing, but my feelings are hurt anyway. After the Ryan incident in Chemistry class, I just don’t know what to think. I was pretty sure no guy would ever like me, and now Liam does.

      Or maybe not anymore.

      I’m fully aware that I’m being a total weirdo right now, but I can’t help it. It’s my teenage brain, as Mom would say. It’s not my fault that I’m wired to feel so incredibly weird and to overthink every possible thing.

      I close off of my text messages because I don’t want to look at Liam’s reply anymore. It’s too awkward… to… weird. Instead, I find myself opening Instagram on instinct, and then I see the most adorable selfie of Liam. He’s all sweaty and his hair looks cute as it hangs off to the side. Underneath it, he’s confessed that he’s going to change. He won’t be the man he’s been lately. He posted this photo only two hours ago and yet there’s already seven thousand likes and over five hundred comments. I think it’s for the best that I told him we shouldn’t go on a date.

      I mean, what would I even do with a guy like that? He could get any girl he wants. He doesn’t need me.

      My phone rings and it startles me so badly that I drop it on my bed. My pulse quickens when I see Liam’s name flashing across my screen. He’s calling me!

      We were just texting so it would be rude not to answer. I slide my thumb across the screen, and the press the phone to my ear hoping that my nervousness can’t be heard in my voice.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey,” he says. It sounds like he’s smiling. “I just wanted to tell you that I’m sorry for asking you out. It was weird.”

      “It’s… fine,” I say, wishing I had the guts to say everything on my mind. Wishing I could just take it all back and beg to go on a date with him.

      “I like you,” he says. “You’re a cool chick. I like riding with you and teaching you stuff. It’s totally fine that we don’t date. I mean, I get it, one hundred percent. You’re right. It would be a bad idea.”

      I feel like he’s just rambling hoping that he’ll talk himself out of how awkward this is.

      I chuckle a little. “It’s fine, really. No big deal.”

      “I wanted to make sure we’re still friends,” he says. “You’re my only friend here besides my two little stepbrothers and you’re a lot cooler than they are.”

      “We’re still friends,” I say, unable to stop smiling.

      “Cool. I guess I’ll let you get to sleep now.”

      “Okay.”

      I want to say no, keep talking! I want to tell him I’m way too awake now to call it a night. I want to say forget the right thing, let’s do the fun thing and date.

      “See you tomorrow at the track?”

      Ugh, Liam’s voice is so sexy I could die.

      “Yeah,” I say, holding back all of those words I wish I could say instead.

      “Great. Goodnight, Bella.”

      I suck in a quick breath, not wanting this call to end. “Goodnight.”

      As soon as I end the call, my phone lights up with a text from Kylie.

      
        
        Kylie: You awake?

        Me: Yeah

        Kylie: Good, I’m at your front door.

      

      

      I jump off my bed and race out into the living room, glancing down the hallway to make sure Mom’s asleep. Her bedroom light is off and her door is closed, so I guess she is.

      I unlock and open the door. My best friend is standing on my porch wearing yoga pants and a tank top. Her eyes are red and her hair is a mess.

      “I hate everything,” she says, as she collapses into tears.

      “What’s wrong?” I whisper so my mom won’t wake up. I stand back and let her inside, then close the door softly behind her.

      Kylie’s bottom lip quivers as she wipes tears off her cheek. “Trey broke up with me.”

      “Oh, Kylie,” I say, wrapping her in a hug. “I’m so sorry.”

      I keep my arm around her as we walk to my bedroom, and then I close my door and turn to face my best friend. I hate that she’s so heartbroken. I hate that a guy like Trey did this to her. And even though I haven’t seen her in the last two weeks because she had ditched me for him, she’s still my best friend, and I’ll still be here for her no matter what. “Tell me everything.”
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      Bella doesn’t come to the track for the next few days, and my worst fears are coming true. I screwed things up by asking her out when she doesn’t like me. I made the mistake of thinking that her friendship meant she might like me as much as I like her, and I was wrong.

      And even though I tried asking if we can still be friends, it doesn’t matter. Things are awkward now. She’s avoiding the track—her favorite place in the world—because of me.

      It’s race day again, and I’m here at the track later than usual. I didn’t show up for practice today because I couldn’t stand the thought of looking for her yet again and not finding her. She’s avoiding me. It’s plain and simple.

      I decide that if she’s not at the races tonight, I’ll stop coming to the track. There’s no reason to ruin her entire summer. I don’t want to keep her away from her home track. This is her town, her track. I’m just an intruder.

      As soon as I drive into the busy track, I see her truck parked by the oak tree. My heart leaps for joy. She’s here.

      Now I need to make sure I don’t screw it up again. I park on the opposite side of the track, near the starting line. It sucks getting here so late because most of the racers are already here and they’ve taken the good parking spots. I have to squeeze in between two trucks and I know there’s no way to avoid people. As soon as I step out of my truck, the fans are on me.

      I may have completely screwed up things with Bella, but at least I did one thing right this summer. My Instagram post was “shockingly honest and heartfelt” according to a motocross website that did a huge article on me the day after I posted that selfie. I’ve gained a lot of new followers and tons of positive press.

      Sure, there’s still some people online who are saying it’s all just a farce, just a pathetic attempt to win my spot back on Team FRZ Frame, but most people seem to appreciate my new honesty and apology. And while I am trying to get back on the team, I also meant what I said.

      I still haven’t heard from the team manager, though. They’re probably waiting to see how I spend the rest of my summer break and if I’ll stick to my word before they offer me a spot on the team again.

      So I put on a smile as I unload my bike and answer questions for the older guys who have walked up to talk to me. It’s three brothers, who all look to be in their forties. One of them tells me I should start giving lessons at the track because he’d pay a lot of money to have me teach his son.

      I nod politely and tell him I’ll think about it. But I know I won’t. The only time I’ve taught someone lessons was with Bella, and I’m not sure I can teach some kid the same thing without having flashbacks of all the fun times I had with her. Plus, I would get really bored really fast. It’s only fun teaching Bella because she’s amazing and I have a huge crush on her.

      The night passes quickly when I’m swarmed by fans. It’s not long before it’s time to race, and I do a terrible job. It’s the worst I’ve ridden since I was a kid. For years I’ve heard people say you have to “be in the zone” when you’re racing, and it never made sense until right now. I’m always in the zone. I didn’t have to work at it-it just happened.

      Until now.

      I am so far out of the zone that it’s like I’ve forgotten how to ride. That same guy who got the holeshot last week came prepared and he’s racing his hardest, giving me a run for my money. It’s a struggle to keep first place and he passes me twice in two laps. The second time his bike flies around mine, I have a harder time catching up. We’re on the last lap and I’m gaining on him. Anger and embarrassment are making me ride harder.

      And then we turn and the screaming fans on the bleachers catch my attention. I see her.

      Bella is sitting on the bottom row, watching me. I know she can’t see my face under my helmet and goggles, but I swear it’s like she’s looking me right in the eyes. Right into my freaking soul. I falter, losing speed and focus as I watch her.

      The checkered flag waves and I am in second place.

      Second place.

      At a stupid small-town track.

      Failure is too weak of an adjective. I am worse than a failure. I’m worse than pathetic. I let a beautiful girl derail my focus and I lost the race.

      I take a deep breath and drive off the track. It’s tempting to grab my stomach and pretend I’m sick or something so people will think that’s why I royally screwed up on the track. But that’s something the old me would do—lie to save face. The new me, the honest and friendly guy who deserves a professional racing career, is just going to suck it up and admit defeat. Even if it kills me.

      I park my bike at my truck and grab a sports drink and wipe the sweat off my face with a towel.

      When I turn around, I know I have fans lingering around, wanting to talk to me. I always have fans lingering around, wanting to talk to me.

      But this time it’s Bella. She’s standing next to another girl, her friend with the short black hair. Bella gives me a sad smile.

      “Hey,” she says. “You feeling okay?”

      Better now, I think. I shrug. “I was off my game, I guess.”

      “Ryan will brag about this night for the rest of his life,” she says, rolling her eyes. “You better beat him in the next moto.”

      I grin. “Don’t worry. I will.” Now that she’s here talking to me, I already feel a thousand percent better.

      “This is my best friend, Kylie,” Bella says. “I made her come to the races with me tonight.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I say, as I take off my gloves and shake her hand.

      Kylie has dark circles under her eyes, but the top of her eyes are decorated with a glittery eye shadow. “Nice to meet you,” she says. “So tell me… how often do you break girl’s hearts?”

      My eyes widen. I look at Bella for some help and she just rolls her eyes. “Kylie just got dumped,” Bella explains. “So now she’s in the ‘all men are evil’ stage of grief.”

      “I’m sorry about that,” I tell her.

      She shrugs. “I’ll get over it… I guess.” She loops her arm around Bella’s and then gives me a look from head to toe. “You’re right, Bells. He is cute. Do you have any other cute friends?”

      “Uh,” I stutter, feeling my face flush. Bella told her friend she thinks I’m cute? I try to talk quickly so I don’t look like a fool. “I guess… but none of them live here.”

      Kylie frowns. “Bummer.” Then she turns to her best friend. “I’m going to get some nachos. I’ll be right back.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Bella says.

      “I’ll be right back,” Kylie says, emphasizing the last two words. She rushes away and leaves me standing here with Bella, and the half dozen people who are lingering around, waiting for their turn to talk to me.

      “You wanna hang out in my truck for minute?” I ask, lowering my voice. “Just to save me from talking to fans right now after my humiliating loss?”

      She laughs and things almost feel normal between us again. “Sure.”

      I start up my truck and crank the air conditioning. Bella smells like summer and citrus and I hope my truck still smells like her long after she leaves tonight. I lean my head against my headrest and stare up at my truck’s ceiling.

      “This night sucked.”

      “What happened out there?” she says. “You looked like something was wrong. You weren’t all lightning fast like usual.”

      I shrug. “I don’t know.”

      “Is it because of…” She bites her bottom lip. e

      Part of me wants to talk about this topic and part of me doesn’t. She trails off and I guess I’m relieved when she doesn’t mention it after all.

      “I’m just off tonight. It’s no big deal. Plus, I think I’ve been training too hard lately. I should take a break or something.”

      “I miss the track so much,” she says, leaning forward and adjusting the air vent. “This whole week has been a disaster.”

      Wait… she wasn’t avoiding me all week? “What happened?” I ask.

      She sighs. “Kylie’s heart is broken. It doesn’t matter that she totally ditched me for her boyfriend for weeks because now that she’s heartbroken she’s glued to my side. I didn’t get to come ride because I was taking care of her.”

      “Ah…” I say, the relief evident in my voice. “I was wondering where you were.”

      “I wasn’t avoiding you,” she says, flashing me that adorable smile of hers. “It’s just been a rough week.”

      God I wish I had known this before the races tonight. I would have won easily without the weight of Bella’s rejection on my chest.

      “You’re a good friend,” I say. “Hopefully you can start riding again soon.”

      “I gave her a week and that’s all she gets,” Bella says with a laugh. “If she’s still sad tomorrow, that’s fine, but she’s going to have to come up here and hang out while I ride.”

      “It’ll be good to have you back,” I say, trying to walk the line between friend and more than friend.

      Her phone rings. “Sorry,” she says, checking it. “It’s Kylie. She’s probably wondering where I am.”

      She answers the call and I can hear Kylie’s voice on the other line. “Oh my god, Bells. You should see Ryan. He’s all walking around like he’s some amazing badass. It’s extremely annoying. You need to tell that boy of yours to beat him next time.”

      “I will,” Bella says. “I’ll meet you at the bleachers.”

      Then she hangs up.

      “Wait…” I say, remembering what she’d said about the guy who beat me just now. “Ryan? As in..?”

      She groans. “Yeah. The guy I stupidly asked out.”

      My jaw clenches. “The guy who just beat me is the guy who turned you down?”

      She nods. “Yup.”

      I slide my palm over my face. “This is not okay. I can’t believe I let that prick win.”

      She laughs. “It’s fine, Liam. Who cares?”

      “I care,” I say. Nothing could anger me more than knowing that I was just beaten by some small-town loser who thinks he’s too good for this amazing girl in front of me. “I can’t wait for the next moto,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm and collected. “I’m going to wipe the floor with him.”

      She smiles. “Want to go sit with Kylie on the bleachers?”

      “Sure,” I say. “Can you two sit on either side of me so the fans will stay away?”

      She laughs. “We can try, but your fans are unstoppable.”

      I put my hand on the handle of my truck door, but then I pause and take a deep breath. I really, really don’t want to go out there right now. I just lost a race and tons of people will want to talk to me.

      “I wish you weren’t so short so I could hide behind you,” I say.

      She grins. “Even if I were tall, I don’t think that would work.”

      I pout out my bottom lip. “Maybe I should keep training you and make you the famous racer around here. Then you’ll get attacked by fans and I’ll get to slip away unnoticed.”

      “That’s so not happening.” She opens the passenger door and I have no choice but to follow her.

      “Why not?” I ask as we walk together. I wish I could hold her hand. I wish I could throw my arm around her and show the world that she’s my girl. But she’s not my girl. She’s just a friend.

      “I don’t race.”

      “Why don’t you race?” I ask, knowing she won’t give me a real answer.

      She shrugs. “I don’t know.”

      “Well, you should race. I’ve seen the other girls in the women’s class and you’re better than all of them.”

      “I don’t know about that,” she says. “Maggie Dawson is pretty fast. So is Morgan.”

      “You’re faster.”

      She looks at me skeptically.

      “You are!” I say, bumping into her with my shoulder as we walk. “Plus, you have the best trainer in town.”

      “You certainly think highly of yourself,” she says, rolling her eyes.

      “I do. I’m an amazing trainer and I know I’ve made you good enough to not only race, but to win.”

      “Too bad you’ll never get to prove that,” she says, crossing her arms over her chest. “Because I’m not racing.”

      “You should,” I say. “Because I know you’d win. We should make a bet on it.”

      She gives me an incredulous look. “You want to bet that I’d actually win a race?”

      I nod. “Yeah. Let’s bet.”

      “What would the bet be?”

      I know my answer instantly but I pretend to think about it for a second. We’re approaching the bleachers and I can tell people are watching us, waiting to see how I’ll react to losing a race. I turn to Bella and keep my voice low enough for only her to hear.

      “If you win the race, then that means I win the bet, and you have to kiss me.”

      She blushes a glorious shade of red that makes my heart beat faster. I can tell she’s thinking about what I just said, picturing kissing me. I’m thinking about it too. I want it more than anything.

      She gives me a haughty stare. “And if I lose the race, and therefore win the bet, what do I get?”

      “Well…if you lose the bet, you have to kiss me.” I grin, and Bella tilts her head, anticipation hanging thickly in the air between us. I give her a look of my own and say, “And if you win the bet, you get to kiss me.”
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      I’m thinking about Liam’s wager on the whole drive home. I don’t even hear a word Kylie says from the passenger seat. Well, I do hear the part where she says Liam is “hella cute” and then chastises me for not talking about him more. Maybe I would have talked about him more if she wasn’t so wrapped up in her boyfriend for weeks and then taking over all the recent conversation time with her broken heart.

      Kylie wants to spend the night with me after the races but her parents tell her to come home so she can babysit her twin brothers tomorrow morning. I drop her off and I feel bad admitting it, but I’m relieved that she’s gone.

      Ever since Trey broke her heart earlier in the week, Kylie has been stuck to me in this annoying way. I love her, and she’s my best friend and always will be, but I need time to myself, too. I didn’t even get to ride my dirt bike all week because I was taking care of her.

      With all the thoughts swirling around in my head, I’m not really feeling the upbeat pop song that’s on the radio. I reach over and switch it to a country music station. An old slow Garth Brooks song is playing, which is perfect for my contemplative mood.

      I drive home with the music loud while I think over Liam’s bet. If I lose, I kiss him. If I win, I kiss him.

      This is by far the most I have ever been flirted with from a guy. No guy has ever been that bold or adorable when talking to me. And I’m pretty sure Liam is just messing around. It’s not like he’d make me kiss him if I were to race—but I don’t think he’d turn me down either.

      My stomach flutters with the thought of kissing him. I picture leaning up on my toes and wrapping my arms around his neck, and pressing a kiss to those gorgeous lips. Lips that are usually twisted into some cocky grin when I look at him.

      As thrilling as the idea of kissing Liam Mosely is, I’m actually more interested in the other part of his proposal. He wants me to race. He thinks I’m good enough. He’s not the kind of guy who would lie about my skills just to be nice. I can tell he truly means it when he tells me I’m ready to race.

      So maybe I should race.

      I think about getting out there on the starting line and competing with the other women racers in a battle to be the fastest one. It’s scary and nerve-wracking and totally awesome at the same time.

      Maybe Liam is right. Maybe I should race.

      Maybe I’d be good at it.

      I turn down my road and see a familiar truck parked in the driveway right next to Mom’s car. No way! Brent is here!

      I check my phone in the cupholder, but there’s no new messages from my brother. This is a surprise visit from college. I park and rush inside, eager to see him. Besides Kylie, Brent is my best friend, and the greatest big brother a girl could ask for. It’s been hard having him away at college, both because I miss him and because it sucks when he’s not at the track to help me load and unload my bike.

      I find my brother standing near the kitchen island chowing down on a tube of Ritz crackers.

      “Brent!” I call out, rushing up and giving him a hug. “You didn’t tell me you were visiting this weekend.”

      “Surprise,” he says with his mouth full of crackers. “God, I missed carbs.”

      My brother has gotten a lot harder since I saw him a couple months ago on my birthday. Brent has always been into fitness and working out. He’s practically an Instagram model because most of his photos are of his shirtless torso while he’s at the gym or on the beach. But he’s even more muscular right now than I’ve ever seen him.

      “You’re huge,” I tell him.

      “I’ve been on a cut,” he says, shoving more crackers in his mouth while he flexes his bicep. “I bet my roommate I couldn’t get down to three percent body fat.”

      I roll my eyes. “Did you win that bet?”

      He shoves three crackers in his mouth at once. “You know I did, lil’ sis.”

      Just saying the word bet sends a shiver down my spine. I think of Liam, and I think of his bet, and I think of racing.

      “Hey,” I say, reaching over and stealing some of his crackers. “Do you think I could race?”

      “Dirt bikes?” he says, which is a pretty stupid answer because what else would I be talking about.

      “Yeah,” I say.

      He shrugs. “Of course you can. By the way, I’m here for a whole week before the summer session starts, so we’re gonna hit up the track every possible day.”

      “Cool,” I say, circling back to the topic. “Do you really think I could race?”

      My brother shrugs, and then when he sees I’m serious, he lifts an eyebrow. “Why are you asking me?”

      “Because I’ve never raced in my whole life, and you know me better than anyone.”

      Well, maybe not better than anyone, I think. Liam knows how I ride. He knows my lap times and he knows all the ways he’s helped me improve my riding skills.

      Brent puts a hand on my shoulder. I swear, even his arm feels heavier than usual. He’s all muscle right now, but if he keeps eating the junk food in our house, that won’t last for long. “Bella, you can do whatever your heart wants to do. You know I’ll support you.”

      I grin. “I think I want to race.”

      “Cool,” he says. “We’ll hit the track first thing tomorrow morning and I’ll give you some pointers.”

      I try not to laugh out loud. Brent used to race when he was a kid. He raced all the way until he graduated high school two years ago and then he quit to go to college. He’s studying finance and he wants to get some rich business job that will make him loaded. He never wanted to ride motocross professionally, and he never tried to go pro. He’s good, but he’s not great. He’s not Liam good. I really doubt there’s anything my big brother can teach me that Liam hasn’t already taught me.

      But I’m definitely not going to tell him that.

      I steal the last cracker from the sleeve and take a bite. “Sounds good.”
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      It’s a beautiful summer day in Roca Springs. The track has been watered and prepped by the owner’s tractor so the dirt is all fluffy and perfect for riding. Brent’s jaw falls open when I ride my bike back to his truck. He’s leaning against the tailgate, watching me with an awed expression on his face. I stop my bike and cut the engine. When I pull off my helmet, he reaches for it.

      “Dude!” he says, his eyes bugging. “What on earth was that?”

      I can’t help but smirk. I just did three hard and fast laps around the track, clearing every single jump and riding the way Liam taught me. “Did I look good?”

      Brent’s mouth can’t seem to close. “You looked amazing!”

      I grin. “I’ve been getting informal lessons…from a friend.”

      “That must be some amazing friend,” he says, as he takes my bike and lifts it onto the stand for me. “My little sis was rocking it out there.”

      “You think I’m ready to race this Friday?” I ask as I reach for a water bottle from the cooler in the bed of his truck.

      “You’re more than ready, kid.”

      Brent has always supported everything I’ve done, except for the two weeks I dated Mikey in my freshman year. So I shouldn’t be surprised that he’s supporting me now, but it does feel good to know he has my back. And that he’s proud of me. I can tell I looked pretty good on the track. Several weeks of private lessons with a pro racer will do that to you.

      Unfortunately, Liam isn’t here right now. It’s bright and early Saturday morning and he usually sleeps in and shows up around noon.

      I knock a dirt clump off my bike’s front fender. “If I’m going to race, I need a bike number,” I say, staring at my solid white number plates. I’ve never put a number on there because I’ve never needed one. Only racers need bike numbers. Plus, I can’t think of one. Every number in the world seems somehow wrong for my bike.

      “How about eight?” Brent says.

      I roll my eyes. “That’s your birthday.”

      “How about… twenty?”

      I slap him on the chest. “That’s your age.”

      He laughs. “I’m sure you’ll think of something before race day.”

      Some of Brent’s high school friends drive up a few minutes later, and they hit the track together. Brent has always been a pretty good rider, but as I watch him now, I’m finding all the little things he could improve on. Like how he sits too far back on the bike, or how he doesn’t hit the turns with enough speed.

      Liam has taught me a lot. I really hope he gets his professional racing spot back. He deserves to be a pro racer. He deserves the fame and money and the career he dreams of.

      While I’m waiting for him to show up, or for my brother to get off the track, I decide to swallow my fears and go register myself for the upcoming race. That way I won’t be able to back out of it at the last minute. I can’t help but smile as I think about what Liam is going to say when I tell him I’m officially racing this weekend.

      I can’t help but think about the kiss.

      Win or lose, I’m getting a kiss.

      I walk over to the registration building and tell Maria that I want to register for the race. Maria and I have gone to the same school our entire lives, but we were never really friends. I guess we just hung with different crowds. Hers was definitely the cooler crowd. Her dad owns the track and she’s worked here since she was thirteen.

      She gives me a knowing look. “Yeah, you just need to sign the release form.”

      “Huh?” I say. Registering requires more than a signature. You have to fill out a form and pay for it and…

      She reaches under the counter and hands me a registration form. It’s already filled out. All of it, except my last name and the signature line at the bottom. The handwriting isn’t mine, of course. It’s scrawly and distinctly boyish.

      My heart pounds in my chest. “Who did this?” I ask.

      She smirks, as if she was expecting that reaction.

      “There’s a sticky note on the back. Also, your registration fee has already been paid.”

      With butterflies in my stomach, I turn the paper over and read the pale yellow note that’s stuck to it.

      

      
        
        Win or lose,

        I believe in you.

        -Liam
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      Since my mom has me doing a lot of chores for her around the house this summer, it’s no surprise when she wakes me up bright and early on Sunday morning. She’s wearing workout clothes and her hair is in a bun on top of her face. She smiles at me while she stands in the doorway of the guest room that I’ve been sleeping in, a mug of steaming coffee in her hand.

      “Good morning, sweetheart,” she says.

      It’s a surprisingly endearing word for her to use. I’m usually just “Son” or “Liam” when she talks to me.

      “What’s up?” I say, sitting up in bed and rubbing my eyes. I barely slept last night because I was up texting Bella until well after midnight. I don’t want to get too confident, but I think I’ve won her over. She was pretty excited when she found out I had paid for her race registration. It’s a good thing too, because that move could have totally pissed her off. I wasn’t sure how she’d take it, but I’m glad it made her happy.

      I’m not trying to force my will on her or anything, but she’s a great rider and she should race. She’s talented. She’s got the skills. And when we hang out, it’s like I can tell that deep down she’s always wanted to race but she was too scared. She’s told me about how her older brother raced a lot and she thought it was her duty to just support him. She never thought she could race herself. Well, I’m here to prove her wrong.

      Mom steps into my room, taking my mind off Bella. “There’s a few boxes of your old stuff in the garage attic,” she says.

      “What kind of stuff?” I ask. I don’t remember leaving boxes behind.

      She shrugs. “Just toys and things you had when you’d come visit me. I boxed them up when I moved from my old apartment into Phil’s house, and I was thinking you could go through it today and see what you want to keep.”

      “Sounds good,” I say. At least this chore isn’t backbreaking labor like the last few were.

      “By the way,” I say, catching her before she walks out of the room. “Phil’s kids were thinking it’d be fun to come watch me ride sometime. Can I bring them?”

      Mom smiles. “That could be fun. Maybe we’ll all go.”

      It’s been a long time since my mom has watched me ride. Maybe she watched me on TV for those few professional races I had, but she never told me if she did. She always considered motocross to be the evil sport that kept me away from her and that made me choose my dad over living with her. Maybe now some of those walls are crumbling down.

      Maybe getting forced to stay with her over the summer was a great idea. I love my mom and I hate knowing that she resented me for so many years.

      “That would be awesome,” I say. “And if you want to come to a race, I’ll pay for your tickets.”

      Mom’s smile is all pride and not the least bit anger. “Thank you, son.”

      I get dressed and head out to the garage. Like most families, Phil and my mom use their two-car garage as a storage space for junk instead of a place to park their cars. I’m lucky they had enough space to fit my dirt bike. I have to move a ton of boxes and yard decorations out of the way so I can get to the door in the ceiling that has a pull-down ladder that leads to the attic.

      It’s hot and humid and smells like stale dust and wood up here. I feel around in the dark and find the light switch, which barely helps because it’s just a little bulb for the entire attic.

      My phone rings and the number is unfamiliar, although I recognize the area code as being from California.

      “Hello?” I answer.

      “Hi, is this Liam Mosely?”

      I hate calls like this. They could be bad news or good news, or maybe just some nosey reporter trying to get some quotes from me about my new Instagram photo. I could hang up on him, but then I’d have to dig through these dusty boxes in the hot attic. So I guess it’s fine if I kill some time.

      I sit on the edge of the attic roof, letting my feet hang down in the hole that the latter fits into.

      “This is Liam,” I say.

      “Hi there, it’s nice to meet you,” the male voice says on the other line. “I’m Marcus Fisher. I’m the manager of Team Loco.”

      My heart skips a beat. Team Loco is just as good if not better than Team FRZ Frame.

      I swallow. “Hi… what can I do for you?”

      He chuckles. “Well, son, I’d like to offer you a spot on my team.”

      I don’t even know what to say to that. “Really?” I blurt out, like an idiot.

      “Yes, sir, I’m serious. I’ve been watching you for years while you took on the Texas racing circuit and showed you were capable of becoming pro. Then FRZ Frame snatched you up and I figured you were gone but now you’re a free agent.”

      “I’m also disgraced,” I say. But of course he knows that.

      “I wouldn’t say disgraced. I’d say redeemed.”

      “You think so?” I say.

      “Like I said, I’ve been watching you. I know you’ve got the talent, but you’re young. You made some mistakes. We don’t tolerate fighting, drugs, or anything unsportsmanlike on our team, but I think you can rise above all of that.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “I really appreciate that. And what I did—it’s not me. It was extenuating circumstances. I shouldn’t have lost my temper and it won’t happen again.”

      “I believe you, son. Of course, if you accept a position on my team, it would be probationary for one season. And that’s not just for you—that’s what I do to all of my racers. You get one season to prove you’re Team Loco material before we sign you on for good. What do you think?”

      I think of Bella. I can’t believe it, either. This is my dream. This is what I want. What I’ve wanted for as long as I can remember. I should be jumping up and down and yelling YES! as loud as I can. I should accept his offer right away.

      But I think of Bella.

      And how she’s become more than just some girl in this small town. She’s a friend. She’s beautiful and talented and amazing. I want her to be more than a friend even if it is a pathetic want that will never work out. It’s a dream at best – not a long-term goal. Being a professional racer is a goal I can achieve. Dating Bella will only end in heartbreak.

      So I should say yes to Marcus. I know that.

      But the words that fall out of my mouth are a betrayal. “Can I have a few days to think about it?”

      “Of course,” Marcus says. “I’ll give you a call back later in the week. Think it over, and talk with your family. We’d sure love to have you on the team.”

      “Thank you sir, I really appreciate it.”
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      It takes everything I have not to call Bella about my Team Loco offer, but I want to tell her in person. I keep texting her about normal stuff, as if everything is the same so I can share the good news with her when we meet up at the track later. I keep imagining what she’ll say, and how she’ll react. Will she be happy for me? Will she be sad?

      Because deep down we’ll both know that if I accept this position on the team, I’ll move away. Professional racing means being in a new town every week. I’d go back home to Houston where all my stuff is, where my room is, and I’d live there a few days a week and travel for the rest of the week. There would be no time for a relationship.

      But it’s not like we have a relationship now, I tell myself. She’s just a friend. Just a crush. So she’ll be happy for me. She is the one who turned down my date after all. She doesn’t like me in that way.

      Maybe I should just call Marcus right now and tell him I accept.

      I exhale a long, slow sigh as I drive into the track for another day of riding practice. I hate that I’m having such a hard time reconciling my feelings for Bella with the fact that we’ll never be together. It just won’t work. Sure, there’s still two months left of summer, but then it’s over.

      Then I’ll be on Team Loco.

      There’s another truck parked in Bella’s spot when I arrive, and it immediately annoys me. It would be rude to ask this dude to leave but I’m tempted to because this oak tree on the edge of the property is our spot. Not anyone else’s.

      Then I notice Bella’s bike, the blue Yamaha with the purple graphics and no racing number, parked in the back of this new truck. Weird.

      I park next to it and then I see the other bike in the bed of the truck and it all makes sense. Bella told me last night over text that her brother came home from college for a visit. I get a little nervous as I park. I’m about to meet her brother. I better make a good impression. I know Bella can’t ever be my girlfriend, but I still want him to like me. Bella adores him, even though she hasn’t told me much about him except that he used to ride.

      I get out and see her, looking like an angel in a white tank top and purple riding pants. She’s sitting on a fold-out chair while she puts her boots on.

      “Hey,” I say, unable to hide my goofy smile.

      “Hey,” she says, grinning up at me.

      “Want some help unloading your bike?” I ask. I know she hates doing it, and her metal ramp is attached to the tailgate of the truck but both bikes are still loaded.

      She shakes her head. “Nah. My brother is here. I can’t wait for you to meet him.”

      “Cool,” I say, turning toward my truck so I can unload my own bike. I glance over at the bike next to Bella’s. A shiver runs up my spine when I see her brother’s bike number. 888.

      I’ve only known one person to have that same number. But it can’t be. It must be a coincidence. I rack my brain trying to remember all of my conversations with Bella. She’s always just called him her brother—she never said his name. It can’t be, though. It can’t.

      “There you are!” Bella says. “Come here, you have to meet Liam. He’s the one who taught me my skills.”

      My breath catches in my throat. I turn around to face her brother as I hear his heavy footsteps approaching us.

      It occurs to me in this very second that I never learned Bella’s last name. That’s why I had left it blank on her race registration form. Maybe if I had learned it, I would have made the connection much sooner. Soon enough to run away and avoid this moment.

      But I didn’t. And now Brent Castro is standing right in front of me. A muscle twitches in his jaw.

      “Absolutely not,” he says, his jaw tightening as he turns to look at his sister. Somehow, he’s gotten even stronger looking than I remember.

      “What?” she says, looking ten kinds of confused. “Do you know him?”

      “Yeah, I know him,” Brent says.

      “Hey, man,” I say, trying to diffuse the situation before he says something that will ruin my reputation in front of Bella. “The past is the past. Let’s just forget about it and start over.”

      Brent’s hands clench to fists at his side. “Stay away from my sister,” he says. Anger twists up his features. “Stay the hell away from her.”

      “Brent! Oh my god,” Bella says, grabbing his arm. “Dude, calm down. He’s my friend.”

      “He’s not your friend,” Brent says. Then he levels a death glare at me, and honestly, I guess I can’t blame him. If I were in his position, I wouldn’t want me hanging out with his sister either.

      “If you so much as look at my sister again, I’ll make you regret it.”

      Maybe I should argue. Maybe I should stand up for myself. Tell him the past is the past. But I don’t. And maybe it’s because deep down I know he’s right. I don’t deserve Bella. I probably don’t deserve forgiveness for what I did to him all those years ago. And maybe it’s for the best, after all. A clean break from Bella is what I need.

      “Understood,” I say. I turn around and get in my truck. I’m still going to ride today, but I’ll park far away from Brent Castro.

      He’s here to hang out with his sister, after all. The last thing he needs is to be parked next to the guy who once stole his girlfriend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          
            Bella

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell was that?” I yell at my brother after Liam’s truck drives away. Then I smack him on the arm for good measure. “What’s gotten into you?”

      “He’s not a good person,” Brent snaps. He’s all fired up and angry and I’ve never, ever seen him like this before. “I can’t believe you’ve been hanging out with this dude.”

      “He’s my friend,” I say, even though deep down, I know that I want him to be more than a friend. I think my brother can tell that, too.

      “He’s a terrible person,” Brent says, turning away from me as if he deserves the last word. He hops into the bed of his truck and begins untying his dirt bike. I stand here, fuming mad, while Brent rolls his bike down the ramp and puts it on the stand. Then he goes for my bike and unloads it too.

      “I don’t care that he got in trouble at some professional race,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm. “This isn’t a professional race. This is a small track and he’s my friend.”

      “He’s a bad guy,” Brent says, not even looking at me.

      “He changed. He’s not like that anymore.”

      Brent drops his gear bag on the ground and a cloud of dirt puffs up around it. He turns to me and levels me with a glare that makes me shrink back.

      “He has not changed. He’s not a good guy. He’s lucky I didn’t beat him to a pulp.”

      I cross my arms. “You’re being a little insane right now, Brent. Liam has always been nice to me. He’s been giving me lessons and he’s cool.”

      “Cool?” Brent snaps. There’s a vein pulsing in his forehead, that’s how pissed off he is. “Was it cool when I walked in on him making out with my girlfriend?”

      My eyes widen. Brent’s jaw clenches and he turns back to his dirt bike.

      “Wait,” I say, reaching out for him. I touch his arm. “Which girlfriend?”

      But I don’t need to ask. Brent has only had one girlfriend that meant anything to him. Samantha. They were high school sweethearts. They did everything together. She went to all of his races and was always by his side. Until one day when she wasn’t. Brent never wanted to talk about it. He just drowned his sorrows by dating tons of girls he had no feelings for.

      “You know who,” he says softly. He squeezes the bridge of his nose. “Liam and I were friends for a while. I’d see him at Oakcrest MX Park all the time and we’d ride together. One day Samantha was mad at me for—I don’t even remember now—but she stormed off at the races and when I finally found her, she was making out with that prick in the backseat of his truck.”

      His nostrils flare at the memory and he gazes out at the motocross track in front of us. “I’m glad he ruined his professional racing career. He doesn’t deserve success. And he really doesn’t deserve any of my little sister’s time, do you hear me? You’re better than that.”

      “I’m sorry, Brent,” I say. He’s still staring out at the track, but I walk up and lean my head against his chest. “I’m sorry she did that to you.”

      He doesn’t say anything, but he does lightly wrap an arm around me, returning my hug. His body is rigid, as angry and taut as his face. I pull back and look up at him.

      “I think you’re angry at the wrong person, Brent. Samantha is the one who cheated on you. She was upset and stupid and it seems like she would have hooked up with anyone that day. It just happened to be Liam.”

      “Don’t make excuses,” he says. “Liam knew she was my girl. He knew exactly what he was doing. And you think he’s changed?” He snorts. “He hasn’t. You’re just one of the dozens of girls he’s probably hooking up with.”

      “I’m not hooking up with him,” I say, taking offense at my brother’s crude words. “We are literally just friends.”

      And it’s not even a lie. We are friends. And yeah, I was hoping for a kiss after the race this week, but that’s it. I can hold my head high because although Brent’s girlfriend once made out with him, I certainly didn’t.

      “Not anymore,” Brent says. He starts getting dressed to ride.

      “You can’t tell me who my friends are,” I say. “I’m not a little kid and I don’t have to listen to you.”

      “So what? You’re going to trust him over your own flesh and blood brother?” Brent says, his voice loud enough that people might overhear even though we’re parked far away from most people. “Do you know how many girls that guy has been with?”

      I can’t lie; the thought of Liam being with a lot of girls makes me extremely uncomfortable. But I’m not about to admit that right now when I’m currently mad at my brother. I throw my hands up in the air. “Do you know how many girls you’ve hooked up with? Does that make you a bad guy? Should I stop trusting you because you’ve broken plenty of hearts yourself?”

      His nostrils flare and his chest heaves but my brother doesn’t have a rebuttal.

      “That’s what I thought,” I say, turning on my heel. I grab my phone off the tailgate and I storm away. I don’t exactly know where I’m going, but I have to get away from Brent. I’m wearing my riding boots, which are extremely heavy, my riding pants, and a tank top. I don’t have my truck with me, and my bike is still back there by Brent, so I’m not even sure where I’m going, but I just go.

      Soon, I realize I’m walking toward the main road. I stop when I get to it, and I call Kylie.

      “Sup?” she says brightly when she answers the phone. Guess she’s finally feeling better about her broken heart.

      “I need you to come get me,” I say. My voice is all choked up.

      “What’s wrong? Where are you?”

      “Everything is wrong,” I say. “And I’m at the track.”

      “Be there in five.”

      I sit down on the side of the road, hoping Brent doesn’t come find me. I stare at my phone, wishing for a text from Liam, but I guess it’s a good thing that he never does text me. I don’t know what he’d say in a situation like this. I don’t know what I’d say. All this time I’ve been in my little bubble of happiness and flirtation with Liam but I never stopped to think about his actual reputation. He’s a bigshot motocross racer. He got in trouble for fighting a fellow racer. I don’t know why exactly he was fighting, but I think I can guess. What do guys fight about, after all? Girls.

      Of course he’s a player. He could have any girl he wants. And of course he flirted with me, because I’m a girl and I happen to be right here in his vicinity. I’m nothing special to him. I was stupid to think that I could be.

      Kylie arrives a few minutes later, and she slaps on the brakes when she sees me. “I didn’t realize you were going to be right here on the road,” she says when I get in her car.

      I shrug. “I had to be away from Brent.”

      “That’s weird,” she says. “You love your brother. Also, um, he’s gotten super hot over the last few months. Where did all those muscles come from?”

      I roll my eyes. “Wherever he got the muscles, he also got a temper. He just went off on me, Kylie. Like, straight up yelling at me.”

      “Uh oh,” she says. “Why?”

      I take a deep breath and I tell her everything that just happened while she drives us down the back roads of our small town. We pull up to a stop sign and she looks over at me. “Whoa,” she says. “That…sucks.”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “I can get over Brent being mad at me. What really sucks is…” Deep breath, Bella. “…Brent’s right. I like Liam.”

      I look up and meet Kylie’s surprised expression. “I like him a lot.”

      “Oh girl,” she says, putting her hand on my shoulder. She drives forward and then pulls off on the side of the road and cuts the engine. She turns toward me. “Tell me everything.”
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      The next few days are agony. I had really hoped Bella would text me, call me, anything. But my phone has been silent ever since I left the track after her brother all but banned me from seeing her again. They say blood is thicker than water, and I guess that’s true. Bella trusts her brother’s opinion over her own opinion about me. Can’t say I blame her.

      Brent and I would still be friends if I hadn’t made out with his ex-girlfriend. I wish I could say it was all some misunderstanding, but it wasn’t. I knew who she was. I knew she had been dating Brent, who was my motocross friend. We weren’t super close or anything, but we’d hang out if we happened to run into each other at the same track. We raced in the same class and were always trying to beat each other. On this particular day, Brent beat me by two seconds in our race. I was fuming, and he did a little too much gloating. I realize now, it was because his girlfriend was mad at him and that’s why he was so angry on the track. But I didn’t know it at the time.

      When Samantha had walked up to me at the concession stand after the race, she lied her face off. She said she and Brent were done, totally broken up. Then she laid it on pretty thick and I was sixteen years old and stupid. I knew it was wrong, but yeah, I let her lead me back to my truck. I let her climb all over me and shove her tongue down my throat. I was an up and comer race kid and had a lot of attention on me. I was still getting used to it, the mild fame in the Texas motocross circuit. I was drunk on the fame. Drunk on the fact that a beautiful girl who was two years older than me—a high school senior—wanted me.

      We spent five minutes in the backseat of my truck before Brent found us. We hadn’t taken it very far, and we hadn’t done much, but he was crushed. I could see it in his eyes. And even though I was mad that he had beaten me in the race, I felt sick about what I had done.

      Later I found out that they weren’t broken up at all. At least, not until I made out with her. Brent never talked to me again, and a few months later he graduated and went off to college and quit racing. I haven’t really thought about him over the years. But I bet he’s thought about me.

      Guilt consumes me as I head to the track on Friday for the races, but I’m not even sure if I should go. I’m hoping Brent would have gone back to college, so he won’t be there. I’m hoping Bella might say hello to me, but I’m not going to hope that much. She’s right to avoid me. It actually makes my life easier.

      I’ve been telling Bella for weeks that she needs to believe in herself and pursue what she wants to do when it comes to racing. I’ve built her up and assured her that she is good enough. But when it comes to myself, what have I done for me? I posted one heartfelt selfie and smiled for some fans. But do I really feel like I can do this? Am I confident in becoming a professional racer? I don’t even know. Maybe the whole reason I let myself fall for the girl is because deep down I don’t feel like I’m capable of having the professional racing career I want. Maybe that’s why I didn’t put up a fight when Dad exiled me to my mom’s for the summer. Maybe I wanted to fall for Bella. Maybe it was all some ruse my subconscious concocted to keep me from pursuing my dream. I don’t know.

      But I do know that Bella is racing tonight and I’m going to watch her. Even if she hates me now. Even if she won’t ever talk to me again. The girl has some amazing skills and she’s going to hold her own out there on the track. It’ll be amazing and I want to see it.

      I pay my entry fee and then register for the race. My hopes crash and burn when I see Brent’s truck parked in Bella’s spot. He’s here tonight, and so is his bike. Oh well, I’ll park far away and keep to myself and I’ll watch Bella race from the bleachers. She won’t even have to see me if she doesn’t want to.

      I unload my bike and get dressed in my riding gear and say hello to the fans who come up to me. It’s amazing how brazen some people are. They’ll see you standing there in your boxers trying to get dressed and they just walk up and start talking to you. But I smile and I deal with it because if Bella can follow her dreams, so can I.

      The sun sets and a warm summer breeze floats through the air. The races begin with the singing of the national anthem, and then the first few races are the little kids on small bikes that sound like a swarm of bees flying around the track. The only good thing about being famous in a small town is that there are enough fans to keep me busy while I wait for my race to come up. I don’t have to sit here bored wishing I was hanging out with Bella.

      Some older men who smell like beer come up and ask to take a picture with me. Then I’m asked to sign some girl’s chest with a Sharpie, which seems icky, so I sign her collarbone instead. I remember what Marcus said to me about keeping a clean image on Team Loco, and  the last thing I need is a picture of me signing some girl’s boob on social media.

      The races go by and I keep count of them. The lineup shows that the women’s race is number fifteen. Mine is nineteen. Right now we’re on race number six. I excuse myself from a group of fans and walk back to my truck to check my phone. She hasn’t messaged me in days, but I can’t stop checking.

      When I turn back around, there she is. My beautiful crush, standing there in full riding gear with her hair in a French braid down her back. She has never looked more beautiful than she does right now.

      “Hi,” she says, staring down at her hands. Her eyes flit upward and meet mine, and a jolt of electricity shoots down to my toes. “I missed you.”

      My heart crushes into a thousand pieces. “I missed you, too.” I say, and I’ve never meant anything as much as I mean that. “I wasn’t sure you would talk to me again.”

      Her lips press into a thin line. “We’re still cool,” she says. “We’re… friends. It’s just been weird with my brother hanging around.”

      I nod. “I wish I could tell him that I’m sorry for what I did back then.”

      She shrugs. “He wouldn’t believe it. He needs to be mad at someone, and he’s chosen you. But after I heard the story it seems like his ex-girlfriend is to blame.”

      “We’re both to blame.” I take a deep breath and wish I had a magic wand to go back and erase the past. “It was stupid. I was stupid. But I’m not like that anymore. I hope you know that.”

      Her lips twist up in the slightest smile. “You seem like a pretty cool guy.”

      “Are we still doing this?” I take a step backward because without the space between us I might just kiss her right now. “Are we still pretending we’re just friends? Because I can’t do it any longer. I know it’s pointless and it’ll never work, but I’m crazy about you, Bella.” I run my hands through my hair in frustration. My heart is pounding but I can’t stop now. “I am fully, completely, insanely crazy about you. And I don’t care about your brother and I don’t care that I’m leaving at the end of the summer. All I care about is you.”

      “Wow,” a voice says. It’s not Bella. She’s standing here, mouth open in surprise. The voice came from behind her and I realize about two seconds too late that I’ve totally screwed myself.

      Brent’s expression is hard as stone. “Is that what you said to my girl when you stole her from me?”

      “Brent…” I hold up one hand, hoping it looks like a surrender instead of a fight. “I’m sorry for that. I really am.”

      “Why are you even here?” Brent says. “You seriously think it’s okay to show your face at my track?”

      “Your track?” I say. I’ve been nice to this guy, nicer than I should be. I’m tired of him talking to me like he’s better than I am. “It’s been my track this whole summer. I’ve only seen you here once.”

      “It’s my home track.” The words grind out of his mouth like he’s having a hard time saying them. “And she’s my sister, and I won’t allow her to date you.”

      “She’s an adult. She can date who she wants.”

      Brent takes a step closer, bowing up to me, and I get a sudden flashback of a few months ago when I got into a fist fight on the track. It started in a very similar way, two guys with anger issues and no one to stop them. “You want my sister? Fine,” he says. His sneer shifts into a smile. “I’ll see you on the track. Whoever wins the race gets to make the final call.”

      “Brent you’re being stupid,” Bella says, but her brother ignores her.

      He glares at me. He’s bigger than I am, but we’re the same height and I won’t back down. “You win the race, you can date my sister with my blessing. But if I win, you’ll never talk to her again.”

      “Brent, please!” Bella says.

      I glance at her, and then I look at my old friend who is now my enemy. “You’re on.”

      Brent seems satisfied. He turns to leave and grabs Bella’s arm and pulls her along with him. Rage roils up in my chest. He can’t just pull her around like she’s some kid. But I’m not going to stop him right now because I know that would end in a fight. And it won’t help anyone.

      Brent still thinks of me as the kid who is younger and weaker than he is. But he’s been away at college and I’ve been riding every single day. I know I’m faster than he is. I know he just made a bet he’s going to lose, and it’ll only enrage him further. If I race him tonight, I’ll win. And I’ll have made an enemy for life.

      I’m not about to win over the girl of my dreams in some stupid caveman-like bet.

      I pull off my jersey and kick off my boots and load up my bike.

      I’m not going to race tonight.
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      I wait until we are back at Brent’s truck, away from all of the random spectators, and then I tear into my big brother.

      “What was that?” I yell as loud as I can without causing a scene. “You are not in charge of me! I’m an adult, Brent. I can do whatever I want.”

      His jaw works, like he can’t quite figure out what to say. I’ve never seen him so angry, so irrational. I suddenly feel like I’m five years old again, and I want to call my dad and tattle on Brent for being mean to me. And maybe that’s why this is so weird. Brent hasn’t been mean to me since we were little kids and he was just being a punk. We’re best friends. We always have been. He’s got my back and I’ve got his. After he and Samantha broke up, I spent two weeks sitting on the couch with him, being slovenly and eating junk food in front of Netflix marathons while he worked out his sadness.

      This angry, demanding, bowed up Brent is not the Brent I know.

      I exhale and throw up my hands. “What’s going on, Brent?”

      He takes a deep shuddering breath and then lets it out slowly. “I don’t know, Bells. I’m sorry.”

      “You just made a bet to race him,” I say, shaking my head. “You know you can’t win that, right?”

      He runs a hand through his hair, which is short and neatly trimmed. Just like the rest of him, his haircut is always up to date. Never sloppy, never out of place. “I have to beat him, Bella. Otherwise, he wins. He wins you, he wins Samantha. He wins everything.”

      It takes everything I have not to roll my eyes and ask my brother why he’s still obsessed with some girl he dated years ago. I didn’t even like her that much. “I wish you didn’t feel this way,” I tell him, feeling heat rise to my cheeks. “I really like Liam.”

      Brent scoffs. “Why? Because he’s famous? Because of his stupid hair? Because he told you a string of lies and compliments to make you want him?”

      “You think I’m not good enough for compliments?” I say, holding my head high.

      Brent looks like I’ve slapped him. “Bella, no. That’s not it. I think you’re amazing and any good guy would be lucky to date you, but not him. He doesn’t deserve it. You’re better than him.”

      “Do you know why I like him?” I say, feeling my heart crack open with insecurity and awkwardness. I don’t talk to my brother about boys. I only talk to Kylie, and maybe-maybe my mom. But this needs to be said. “I like him because he’s kind. And smart. And he’s never lied to me or made me feel less than. He’s fun to be around, and he’s nice and I like him. After you confronted him earlier, he told me about Samantha. He told me everything because he’s honest and he’s changed and he’s not the jerk you used to know.”

      Brent watches me intently but he doesn’t say anything.

      “I love you,” I tell him, and I hope he knows I mean it. “You’re my best friend and my brother and I trust that you want the best for me, but you’re wrong on this one. Liam isn’t a bad guy anymore.” A desperate laugh escapes my throat. “And it doesn’t even matter anymore because he’s leaving after summer is over. It’s not like I’m going to marry the guy. He’s just a friend. Just a crush I had that didn’t mean anything, and now you ruined it.”

      Brent turns toward his dirt bike and messes with something on the engine. “Guess this is the first time you won’t be rooting for your brother to win a race.”

      “That bet was stupid,” I say. “You shouldn’t have agreed to it.”

      “I’m going to win,” Brent says. “I beat him as a kid and I’ll beat him now.”

      I don’t say anything. I just turn around and walk away. There are still several races left until mine, so I have some time to kill. My brother is stupid if he thinks he can beat Liam in a race. He hasn’t been on his bike in weeks and he’s not a trained professional like Liam. He’s just going through with this bet to save his stupid pride, and it’s going to end up ruining him.

      I don’t even realize I’m walking toward Liam’s truck until it’s too late to turn around. He’s sitting on his tailgate, watching me approach. I get caught up thinking about how handsome he looks with that white t-shirt clinging to his biceps and it takes me a second to realize what happened.

      “Why is your bike put up?” I say.

      He shrugs. His fingertips touch together and he looks up at me. “I’m not racing.”

      “Why?”

      He steps forward, sliding off the tailgate. Now he’s standing in front of me, wearing regular clothes instead of his riding gear. I’ve never seen him in jeans and shoes, all normal and not covered in sweat. He’s pretty hot when he’s sweaty, but he’s even hotter right now.

      “Fights like this are what got me in trouble in the first place,” he says, shoving his hands in his pockets. “I don’t want to race your brother. I don’t want to make bets or have enemies. If I race him tonight, I’ll win.” He shrugs, his tongue flicking over his bottom lip. “And sorry, but I’ve got too much pride to go out there and lose to him on purpose,” he says, giving me a grin, “So it’s just better if I don’t race at all.”

      There’s no arguing with that. He’s made the right call. “Will you stay and watch me race?” I ask.

      His smile brightens. “Yes, ma’am. I can’t wait. You’re going to be amazing.”

      I can’t help but smile back. “Morgan is here. And so is Alicia.” They’re both in college and they’ve been racing their whole lives. There’s no way I’ll beat them, and we both know it.

      He shrugs. “Who cares? This race is about what you can do, not what you can’t.” He taps me on the shoulder. “It’s not about winning. It’s about going out there and proving that you can do this.”

      “Well isn’t that inspiring,” I say sarcastically.

      He laughs. “That reminds me…” he walks over to the cab of his truck and reaches inside the driver’s side door. He walks back with a stack of black vinyl numbers and holds them out to me.

      “You need a bike number.”

      I take the numbers and spread them out. There’s nine of them, three for each number plate on my bike. The front, and the two sides. I spread them out.

      “Four, five, one.” I look up at him. “What do these mean?”

      He shrugs one shoulder. “Nothing. They’re just numbers.”

      I give him a confused look. “But…”

      He shakes his head. “You think my bike number is something special?” He glances back at his bike which is loaded in his truck. “Nah. I was six years old and I needed a number for my first race. I stared at the rack of numbers at the bike shop and then just chose some randomly. I mean who cares, right? It’s just a number.”

      “But…” I say, looking down at the numbers in my hand. “Everyone chooses a number that’s special to them.”

      “Mmhmm,” he says, nodding. “That’s just it. That day in the shop I chose 136 and I put it on my bike and I signed up to race with that number, that number that meant nothing to me…” His eyes stare off as if he’s recalling the memories right now. He looks down at me. “Now those numbers are the most important numbers in the world to me.”

      I grin. “It doesn’t have to start out as something special,” I say. “I can make it special.”

      He taps me on the shoulder. “Bingo.”

      My chest floods with warm fuzzy excitement. I can’t help myself. I throw my arms around his neck and hug him hard. “Thank you,” I say against his chest.

      “You’re very welcome,” he says. He holds me just as tightly and I wish this hug could last forever. But even as I’m holding onto him, I know it’s just the beginning of the end. My brother hates him. He’s leaving after summer. This can’t possibly work out.

      I slowly pull away and I’m surprised to feel tears in my eyes. “I guess I should get ready to race,” I say.

      He nods, a sad smile on his face. “Good luck.”

      Back at Brent’s truck, I move around the numbers until I decide on their order. 451. I peel them off the backing and apply them to my number plates. Brent watches me from the fold out chair next to his bike, but he doesn’t say anything.

      His bike number, 888, stands for August 8th, 1998. His birthday.

      Mine stands for something. I’m not sure what, yet, but it’s my number. It’s officially mine and its symbolism is yet to be discovered. I hope this is the first of many races for me.

      When it’s almost time for my race to begin, I suit up in my gear and strap on my boots. I start my bike and climb on it, then pull my gloves on.

      “Bella,” Brent says, standing next to me. “I’m sorry. For everything—for all of that. I’m really sorry. I don’t want you to go into your first race with all this drama weighing on you.”

      I can tell he means it by the sincerity in his eyes. “It’s okay,” I say.

      He wraps an arm around my shoulders and pulls me close to him, kissing the top of my head. “I’m your brother, and I should support you. That’s what I’m going to do. You’re right… you’re an adult. You can make your own decisions.”

      “Thank you,” I say, feeling tears pool in my eyes for the second time tonight. “But you were a little bit right.”

      His eyes widen. I frown. “This thing with Liam will never work out.”

      “There will be other guys,” he says, as I pull my helmet over my head. He raps on it with his knuckles. “And I’m sure I’ll hate those guys, too.”

      I laugh. “That’s so big brother of you.”

      He winks. “Good luck out there. You’ve got this.”

      I crank my bike up and let the roar of the engine drown out my beating heart. “Thanks.”

      On the starting line, I’m so nervous I can’t think straight. There’s fifteen of us racing in the women’s class tonight. I tell myself as long as I don’t get last place, I’ll be happy, but then I feel bad because someone has to get last place. But that’s not a bad thing. The fact that we’re out here racing, despite how scary it is, says something great. Whoever loses tonight, even if it’s me, I’ll still be proud of them. We’re doing something amazing by just being out here.

      A woman walks out into the middle of the starting line and holds up a giant board with the number 30 on it. That’s the thirty-second signal. It means the gate will drop and the races will begin in thirty seconds.

      Oh God.

      I can’t do this.

      But I’m doing it.

      My heart pounds so hard I can’t even feel it anymore. Adrenaline and fear and nerves and excitement all convalesce in my chest and pulse through my veins. I keep the throttle revved, the clutch engaged, and my toes on the ground while I wait for the gate in front of me to drop.

      When it does, I don’t even think. I just pin the throttle and fly.

      As we reach the first turn, there are bikes in front of me, but there are also bikes behind me. I’m not in last place. I’m holding my own. I am worth being out here on the track. I’m worth racing.

      I go faster. I lean into the curves and stand over the jumps. I breathe, in and out, and I remember everything I’ve been taught. I don’t even have to think about it. Days of practicing with Liam have made these skills all instinctual.

      I’m aware of passing bikes as I go, but I don’t keep count. I stare straight ahead at the bike in front of me until I pass it, then I aim for the next one.

      Before I know it, all six laps are over. The checkered flag is waving across the finish line. I haven’t passed the bike in front of me but—I soar over the finish line tabletop jump and I have a clear view of the track in front of me. Holy crap!

      I’m in second place!

      Second place!

      There are two extremely fast girls here tonight, and I beat one of them. As soon as I pull off the track, my brother is standing there, jumping up and down and clapping. He cups his hand to his mouth. “Go Bella!” he yells.

      I’m smiling so hard my face hurts. I glance around, wishing that Liam was also standing here cheering for me. But he’s probably watching from a distance.

      Even still… this is the best night ever.
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      She looks like a total pro out there. I’m grinning from ear to ear as I watch her completely dominate the track. She’s on that big bike that swallows her up, the same bike she was scared of when I first met her, and yet she’s killing it. Absolutely killing it. Morgan is still ahead of her, but Morgan is one of the top female racers in the country. Bella is completely holding her own out there. She’s amazing. I know this is all her, but I still feel a sense of pride as if she’s my protégé or something.

      I’m watching her from the sidelines, and fate has somehow been kind enough to make sure all the fans are leaving me alone right now so I can get a good view of Bella’s rice. I see her bother standing down near the finish line. He’s watching her intently, looking just as nervous as the parents look when their little kids ride for the first time.

      I walk over to him.

      I know it’s stupid, but in the spirit of redemption and of being a better person –the person I promised to be on my Instagram—I suck it up and walk over to him.

      “Hey, man,” I say, getting his attention. Brent used to be taller than me when we were kids. Now we’re the same height. He’s only two and a half years older than I am, and we’re peers now.

      He just looks at me. That’s cool, I deserve that.

      “I want to apologize,” I say. “For everything. I was a dumb kid and I screwed up and I’ll never forgive myself for doing that do you, or to our friendship.” Brent just stares at me. No one ever said redemption was easy, I guess. I clear my throat. “I hope you can forgive me someday.”

      Then I turn and walk away. I watch Bella take second place in her first ever race, and I am so proud and excited for her. I bet she’s freaking out. I watch her ride up to her brother at the finish line and he hugs her. Then he hops on the back of her bike and she rides them back to their truck.

      Now that I’m no longer racing tonight, I think I’ll head out. Leaving after the first moto means I’ll miss Bella’s second race, but I’m not sure I can stay here any longer. My apology to Brent didn’t go nearly the way I hoped it would, and even though I’m crazy about Bella, I know it’s pointless. I can’t date her. I should just go.

      I turn to walk back to my truck and I run into a familiar face. It’s Clay Summers, a racer on Team Loco. We’re not exactly friends, but we do follow each other on social media and have raced together a few times when we were younger.

      “Clay?” I say. “What’s going on, man?”

      “We came to see you ride,” he says, shaking my hand. “Why aren’t you dressed?”

      “Long story,” I say with a sigh.

      The man next to him is in his forties, with the dyed blonde hair of a much younger man. “Marcus,” he says, stepping forward and shaking my hand. “Nice to meet you in person.”

      “Marcus, hi,” I say, shaking his hand. Crap. “I hope you didn’t come out here to watch me,” I say, feeling like a total fool. “I’m not racing tonight.”

      “That’s a shame, but no worries. We’re here on business,” Marcus says.

      “And we did want to see you race, but whatever,” Clay says.

      “Man, I’m sorry,” I say, shaking my head. “I, uh, had some bike problems.” It’s a lie, but it’s a little better than telling the manager of Team Loco the truth.

      “We’re thinking of making Roca Springs a race stop on the professional circuit next year,” Marcus says. “We came to check it out.”

      “That would be awesome,” I say, not because I care about this tiny town, but because I care about the girl who lives here.

      “You give any more thought to joining us?” Marcus asks, his voice a little lower as if we’re sharing a private secret.

      “Yes, sir,” I say, feeling that knot rise up in my chest. I want to turn him down so I can stay here with Bella, but that’s not an option. “I’d love to join Team Loco.”

      “Alright,” Marcus says, clapping me on the back. “We’re excited to have you!”

      “I’m guessing this means I have to teach you how to be good,” Clay says, rolling his eyes. “You have no idea how many lectures Avery has put me through.”

      “Avery?” I say.

      “Team Loco associate,” Marcus says. “And she’s also this idiot’s girlfriend. She’s in charge of making sure my racers behave themselves.”

      “That won’t be a problem,” I say with full confidence. “My trouble-making days are over. I assure you.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Marcus says. “I have to go speak with the owner but we’ll talk soon, okay?”

      I thank him and Marcus and Clay walk off. Any minute now, the spectators will realize another famous motocross racer is here and they’ll freak out. Poor Clay is going to have to sign some autographs tonight.

      It feels weird admitting this, but it feels like I’m walking on air as I make my way through the crowds and toward my truck. My heart is still aching from Bella, the girl of my dreams that I can never actually have, but something good has come from the last few weeks. I got the attention of Team Loco. I got an offer. It’s probationary, but it’s an offer. I’ll get to race professionally next season and I’ll do whatever it takes to keep my spot on the team and prove my worth. It sucks that I didn’t get the girl. But at least I got something. I wish I could tell her about Team Loco. I wish I could congratulate her on taking second place tonight. Maybe a congratulatory text will just have to do.

      I catch the scent of coconut shampoo in the air, and I look up and see her. Bella is sitting on my tailgate, two bottles of Gatorade in her hand. Lemon-lime, the best flavor.

      “Want a drink?” she says, tossing one to me.

      I catch it and smile at her. “What are you doing here? Brent will most definitely kill us if he sees you here.”

      She waves a hand through the air, dismissing my concerns. Her hair is all frizzy and pulled back in a ponytail. There’s sweat on her brow, and little bits of dirt on her forehead. She’s still fully suited up in her riding gear, her boots barely touching the ground while she sits there. She’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.

      “I put my brother in his place,” she says. “He won’t be bothering us anymore.”

      “Oh?” I say, wondering if that’s too good to be true. “I guess it doesn’t matter,” I say.

      “Things could never work out between us,” she says with a soft nod.

      “Nope.” I heave a sigh. “That’s why we’re just friends.”

      “Just friends,” she says. “But I did come here for a reason.”

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      She takes a long sip of Gatorade and then twists the orange cap back on. “You lost the bet. Now it’s time to pay up.”

      A rush of desire floods through my body. I take a step closer, closing the distance between me and her while she sits on the back of my truck. My fingers slide up the top of her thighs, over the plastic logos of her riding pants. She puts both hands on my shoulders and tips her face up to mine.

      “Absolutely nothing can come of this,” she says, peering up into my eyes.

      “Of course not,” I agree.

      And then we kiss.
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        Thank you for reading Bella and the New Guy!
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        Don’t miss book 2: Bella and the Summer Fling

      

      

      
        
        I can’t get Liam Mosely off my mind. Sure, he’s about to become the next hottest thing in the world of professional motocross and he won’t have time for me anymore, but that doesn’t start until the summer is over. For now, he’s living here in Roca Springs, Texas with the entire summer free. I might have hated him when we first met, but lately he’s become my crush and my best friend. 

        This is my last summer before college. It should be fun. It should be carefree. 

        That’s why I suggested that Liam and I have a summer fling. No strings attached, and it’ll be over at the end of summer. Easy Peasy.

        Or so I thought. 
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        OR save money and click here to get the whole series in one!
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      Want to know how Amy Sparling’s whole motocross world got started? Check out Summer Unplugged, book one in her Texas-based motocross romance series. You’ll meet Jace Adams, upcoming motocross superstar, and the girl who captures his heart.

      Summer Unplugged is FREE.

      

      Believe in Me

      He’s got fame. She’s got nothing. Jett and Keanna’s epic love story unfolds over this 8 book series.

      The first book is FREE!

      

      The Team Loco Series

      Three famous dirt bike racers and the girls who win their heart. A sweet YA romance series that follows the Believe in Me series. (But can be read in any order)

      The first book is FREE!
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