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Chapter 1

There were two certainties about summer in Rapid Bay: the unbearable heat and the unbearably wealthy. Neither was particularly pleasant to deal with, but both were an unfortunate necessity for my mom’s small beach café to survive. This summer was no exception, as the vacationing elite descended on our coastal town and briefly transformed our simple, sleepy home into a bustling hive of activity.

I’d spent most of the break helping my mom by working at the café. She’d never had the money to hire extra hands for the busy season, so I’d been chipping in since I was old enough to carry a tray of food. I usually quite enjoyed the madness of a busy day serving customers. The chaotic, frantic energy made the summer days pass by in a flash, but I couldn’t say the same today. Today, it seemed nothing was going right.

“Oh, sweet heaven,” Norma groaned. “That penny-pinching plastic panther is back.”

I looked up from the stubborn stain on the counter I was cleaning. A woman had just entered the café with her husband and teenage son in tow. I immediately recognized them as they had eaten here several times this week already, and the woman’s face was pumped so full of chemicals it was kind of hard to forget.

The father and son were dressed casually and looked ready for a day out on one of the expensive yachts docked at the marina. The woman appeared to have missed the memo though. Her sky-high wedges didn’t look very seaworthy, and her fitted leather dress must have been sweltering in the heat. She wore a broad-brimmed hat, even though she was indoors, and was holding the same striking panther’s head handbag she’d been toting around all week.

It had only taken one encounter for Norma and me to realize these people were the worst type of vacationers who visited our town. The father and son ignored us entirely while the woman rarely made eye contact. She wasn’t much taller than me but seemed to stand a little straighter and tilt her head up so she looked down her nose when she spoke to me. She slowly dragged out the words as if she thought I wouldn’t understand otherwise. I might have been waiting tables for the summer, but I was at the top of my class at school and definitely smart enough to know a job didn’t equal someone’s worth. It didn’t help my opinion of the family that they hadn’t tipped us once.

“I think it’s your turn, Isobel,” Norma said as she hurried out back to the kitchen.

I turned to object, but she was already gone.

“Traitor,” I hissed under my breath. Norma might have been in her sixties, but she sure was quick. She’d been working for my mom as a waitress for as long as I could remember, and she was as much a part of the café as the mismatched colored chairs or the seagrass lanterns that hung from the ceiling. She was practically family, which was probably why she felt no guilt fleeing difficult customers and leaving them to me.

“I need three coffees.”

I turned to find the panther had arrived at the counter. The woman had barely acknowledged me. Instead, her eyes were fixated on the phone her manicured nails were tapping against. Her husband and son weren’t much better. The man was loitering by the front door on a phone call, and the son was laughing at some video he was watching on his own phone. I was completely invisible to these people.

Despite the fact she wasn’t looking at me, I gave the woman a warm smile. “If you’d like to take a seat, I can bring those right over to you.”

The woman defied the Botox that froze her forehead to lift one eyebrow as she finally glanced up at me. “We won’t be eating today. It’s a hundred degrees in here. You can make those coffees to go.”

My cheeks flushed under her condescending gaze. She was looking at me as if it were my fault the air-conditioning was broken. It had needed replacing for a while, but Mom never had the money for that. All summer, the old girl had been coughing like she needed a good thump on the back. Usually, a well-aimed knock to the side of the box did the trick, and her droning mechanical purr would return, but no amount of force seemed to be working this morning. I really wished she hadn’t chosen the hottest morning of the summer to rasp her last dying breath.

The whole café was stifling, only made worse by the ovens and cooktops blazing in the kitchen. We had a few portable fans cranked up to their maximum power, but they were fighting a losing battle. They simply pushed the hot, humid air around the building without providing any relief. We’d only had a handful of customers all day, and like this woman, most of them had ordered their drinks to go.

“Sorry, yes, it’s a bit unpleasant in here at the moment as our air-conditioning is broken. I’ll grab those coffees for—”

I was interrupted as the teen son started to grumble. “Mom, this is ridiculous. I know this place is closer, but it’s like waiting in a furnace. Let’s just go to the Starbucks down the road.”

The woman gave a short exhale as she considered her son’s complaint. “Yes, dear, you’re probably right. If I wanted to go to a sauna, I’d book an appointment at the spa.” She placed a hand on his arm and started to guide him toward the door. “You can cancel that order,” she called over her shoulder to me, once again not bothering to look my way.

I slouched down on the counter as I watched them leave. They might not have been the nicest people, but at least they were customers. Something we were seriously lacking today.

“What happened?” Norma asked, conveniently returning as soon as the woman and her family were gone.

“Apparently, this panther isn’t a fan of the heat. She decided to go hunt down a coffee at the Starbucks instead.”

“Ah.” Norma nodded. “I don’t really blame them.”

“This heat really is getting ridiculous.” I wiped the back of my hand across my forehead.

Norma shrugged. She must have been struggling just as much as I was, but she gave no hint of being bothered by it. She wasn’t even slightly flushed; meanwhile, I was sweating like I’d just run a marathon. I had to wonder if Norma’s spitfire energy somehow combatted heat waves.

“Well, sugar, be grateful you won’t be here past lunch. Not with that big trip you’re going on—”

“Let’s not talk about the trip.” I rushed to cut her off. I was determined not to think about where I was headed after work today until I absolutely had to. I still had a couple of hours of my shift left, and I fully intended to make the most of the blissful remaining moments when I could pretend the trip wasn’t happening.

Norma tutted. “Denial isn’t going to make it go away.”

“I’m not in denial. I’d just rather live in the moment.”

“Sounds like denial to me.”

I chose to ignore her. “Anyway, getting back to this heat,” I said before she could continue to poke holes in the happy illusion I’d created for myself. “Surely, there’s something else we can do to get some cool air in here?”

“I think we’ve tried everything, but I could always head outside and do a rain dance?”

I might have laughed, but Norma looked dead serious. “Uh, maybe we use the rain dance as a last resort. We don’t want to ruin the last few days of everyone’s vacations.”

“Ah, that’s right, summer’s almost over. School starts next week, doesn’t it?”

“Don’t remind me,” I muttered. I normally didn’t mind the start of a new school year, and I’d always thought my senior year was going to be the best year of my life. But everything was different now.

“Perhaps you could take one last look at the air conditioner?” I suggested. I knew I was probably pushing the friendship, seeing as Norma had already tried to fix it several times this morning, but I wasn’t ready to give up just yet. If anyone could bring the air conditioner back to life, it was Norma. Almost everything in the café was a million years old, but she knew the tricks that got even our most stubborn appliances to work.

She shared a doubtful smile with me. “I have a feeling it’s not long for this world, sweetie.” Norma often had feelings about things and had been proclaiming for years she was a psychic. She was almost always wrong when it came to her predictions, but she was probably right about this. “But I suppose I could see if some more Norma love will do the trick.”

“Thank you!” I exclaimed. “Just maybe don’t throw a wrench at it this time.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” Norma winked before heading out back. She was a firm believer in tough love when it came to getting appliances to work, so I imagined she was off to see if there was a baseball bat or something equally as sturdy she could use to bludgeon the machine.

There were only two customers in the café, so I made sure to cover their tables while Norma was gone. The place should have been full at this time of day, and I knew the lack of customers was really going to set my mom back. The café had been struggling ever since the new Starbucks opened down the road.

The familiar chime of the doorbell sounded, and although my ears perked up, I didn’t bother to glance at the door immediately. I expected to hear the chime sound again as the customer quickly realized it was so hot you could barely breathe in here and tried to backtrack as fast as possible.

It was only after several seconds had passed without the sound of a second ding that I looked up from the table I was wiping down. The rag in my hand dropped to the ground, and I drew in a ragged breath when I saw who had entered the café.

What on earth were they doing here?

I wanted to escape into the safety of the kitchen, but I couldn’t seem to move as I watched my ex-boyfriend walk hand in hand across the room with the girl who used to be my best friend. Could this day get any worse?

Nina and Levi slid into one of the booths, laughing at something one of them had said. The sound sliced right through me and seemed to pierce my heart with unnerving accuracy. Neither of them had noticed me, but how could they when they seemed incapable of taking their eyes off each other? I couldn’t understand how I’d found the room to be so hot only moments ago because suddenly my skin felt ice cold.

My eyes darted toward the back of the restaurant, desperately searching for Norma. Nina and Levi were the last people in the world I wanted to serve. The two of them had been cheating together for months before I found out. Months. And the only thing worse than their betrayal was the fact I’d lost both my boyfriend and my best friend on the same day. The last few weeks of the school year had been agony, and seeing them again only had me reliving the heartbreak all over.

By some miracle, I hadn’t encountered them at all during the summer break. But that was set to change when school started next week. I thought I still had a few more days before I’d have to face them again, but it seemed today’s bad luck was catching.

I looked for Norma one last time before I gave up hope of any rescue and forced myself over to their table. Each step felt a little heavier than the last, and even though I did my best to put on a brave face, it was impossible to stop my hands from shaking and ignore how my legs felt powerless beneath me. Sweat clung to the back of my neck and beaded at my brow—and for the first time today, it wasn’t entirely caused by the heat.

I had no idea how I was going to survive my senior year.

When I arrived at Nina and Levi’s booth, it took me a moment to gather my wits enough to speak. They looked perfect together, like some picture out of an Abercrombie catalog. I’d always felt out of place around them because they came from the wealthy side of town. There weren’t many locals in Rapid Bay who could compare to the rich tourists who appeared every summer, but Nina’s and Levi’s families owned houses on the foreshore. They didn’t have to worry about how their parents were going to make rent each month or how they would pay for them to go to college. Levi’s parents even owned a few of the vacation homes on the beach that they rented out to our wealthy visitors.

As I looked at them together now, I realized just how laughable it was that Levi had ever been interested in me. I must have been a phase for him. Some kind of rebellious teenage moment when he’d decided to slum it with the girl who wore clothes from thrift shops and spent all her free time working at a café just so she and her mom could get by.

“What can I get you?” Somehow, I got the question out without my voice breaking, and I was able to keep my tone neutral, almost disinterested. My expression was just as bland, and I managed to prevent the pain from showing in my eyes. The last thing I wanted was for Nina and Levi to see how hard it was for me to face them. The only hint of my true emotions was the notepad that began to bend as I gripped it tightly in my hand.

“Oh, Isobel, I forgot you work here.” Nina pretty much sang out the words in the condescending tone she so often used. I’d heard her throw it at other girls a thousand times before but never at me. I guessed that had all changed now I wasn’t the one dating the star of the school’s football team.

She looked me over in one quick, assessing glance. She’d always had a talent for making me feel self-conscious without saying a word, and today was no different. The slight twitch of her lips was enough to show she didn’t approve of the black apron I was wearing over my jean shorts and work T-shirt. It had the simple Beach Street Café logo printed across the front of it in blue-green lettering, and it was hardly offensive.

“How was your summer?” she asked. “I see your hair’s still allergic to the heat.”

I gave her a tight smile and resisted the urge to pat at the flyaway hairs I could feel frizzing about my face. I had both the luck and misfortune of inheriting my mom’s blonde and somewhat untamable locks. People always commented on how beautiful my natural curls were, but the compliments vanished when there was a lick of moisture in the air. Nina must have loved the fact she’d caught me on a bad hair day.

“My summer has been fine,” I replied, but it absolutely killed me to be even slightly cordial. “And my mom owns this place. I’ve worked here as long as you’ve known me.”

Nina tittered out a laugh and flicked her long brown ponytail over her shoulder before placing a hand against Levi’s chest. “Yes, of course, how silly of me. We’ve been away at Levi’s lake house all summer, so it must have slipped my mind.”

I clenched the notepad tighter. Just a few months ago, Levi had been trying to convince me to take time off from work so I could join him at his lake house. He had been upset I didn’t want to abandon my mom, and Nina knew it. There was nothing holding her back though, and she seemed more than happy to rub it in. I couldn’t understand how I’d been friends with her for so long.

I decided to focus on my ex-boyfriend’s face instead, but that didn’t make me feel much better. We’d dated for almost a year, but looking at him now was like staring at a stranger. There was no warmth in his eyes, and the smile he’d been giving Nina dropped as he looked up at me. His appraisal of me was cold and hard and left me feeling like I was nothing more than a waitress to him now.

It was clear he no longer loved me. He probably never had. I’d always wondered how the boy the whole town adored could possibly want someone like me, and I finally had my answer: he hadn’t.

“I’ll have a coffee,” Levi said, breaking our awkward stare-off. Even if I hated him, I was grateful he’d placed an order before Nina had a chance to keep shoving their relationship in my face.

“Me too,” Nina added. “With quinoa milk.”

Was that even a thing? I’d heard some pretty obscure coffee requests in my time, but this was a first. Nina had always drunk her coffee with low-fat milk, so I knew she was being difficult for the sake of it. She was probably hoping to force a reaction out of me, but I didn’t bite. I swallowed down my irritation before responding. “We don’t have quinoa milk.”

“Oh, really?” She looked thoroughly put out. “I guess I’ll just have water then. It’s so hot in here. Did you know that?”

“No, I hadn’t really noticed.” I forced out a smile. “I’ll be right back with your order.”

I walked from their table in a daze.

“Oh, sugar,” Norma said as I entered the kitchen. “I just saw who was out there. You should have come and got me when those two came in. You know I would have covered their table for you.”

I slowly nodded, feeling like I was waking from a bad dream. I’d somehow managed to get through my first encounter with Nina and Levi, but I still couldn’t bear the thought of facing them every day when school started next week.

“How am I going to do this?” I whispered to Norma. “How am I going to live with a whole year of this?”

I wasn’t sure I could handle it. Not when I was stuck at a school that worshiped the ground Levi walked on. Not when Nina had both stolen my boyfriend and made sure my other friends wanted nothing to do with me too. Why did high school have to suck so badly?

Norma rubbed my arm and gave me a sympathetic smile. “You made a lot of progress over the summer.”

“Did I?” It was hard to agree with her, but when I thought about how I’d felt at the start of the break, I knew she probably had a point. I’d barely been able to get out of bed, let alone crack a smile. I’d been like a zombie slowly dragging my feet through each day, but I was feeling a little more human now, and the days were a little less painful.

“You did.” She nodded. “And this year will fly by in a flash. You’ll be off at college before you know it, and it won’t be long before you’re a fancy doctor or a famous lawyer or something, and those two will be a distant memory.”

I let out a sigh and shook my head. “I’ve told you all summer I don’t want to go to college anymore.”

“Sure, you don’t.” She raised her eyebrows at me like she did every time I claimed I’d changed my mind about my future. I’d wanted to get out of Rapid Bay and go to college for as long as I could remember, but not anymore. College was the silly dream of a kid who didn’t realize just how much it would cost or how hard it was to get a scholarship. Besides, Mom needed my help at the café, and I knew I couldn’t abandon her.

“I’m serious,” I replied, as convincingly as I could. “I love it in Rapid Bay, so why would I ever leave?”

“Okay, honey, if you say so.” Norma’s expression had changed, and her eyes were now filled with concern. 

I hated when she looked at me that way. Like I was too young to know what I wanted. Like she thought I was throwing my future away. Like I had a choice.

“Besides, I just want to concentrate on finishing high school right now,” I quickly added. The last thing I needed was another lecture about my future. I loved her to bits, but Norma was never afraid to tell me her honest opinion. And I got enough of that from my mom. “College is forever away, and anything could happen in the next year. Who knows, maybe I’ll even learn to stop my heart from shattering every time I see Nina and Levi together.”

“Oh, Isobel.” Norma gave me a sad smile. “You might not believe me, but sometimes the sweetest things in life flourish from the hardest. I have a feeling everything is going to be much better before you know it. You’ll see.”

“I hope so,” I murmured, but I wasn’t convinced. It was far more likely this was another of Norma’s doomed predictions.

“Do you want me to take over their table for you?”

“No, it’s okay. I need to do this.” It would have been so easy to agree, but I had to face Nina and Levi if I ever wanted to move on. Plus, I was far too stubborn to let them know they’d gotten to me.

“We can always spit in their coffee, if that will make you feel better?”

I laughed. “No, I have to believe much stronger karma than a bit of spit is coming their way.”

“That’s my girl,” Norma said. “But, if you change your mind, I have no problem getting in trouble with your mama for a little revenge. In fact, this might be the one time she’d be okay with it.”

“Thanks, Norma. I’ll keep that in mind.”

I took a deep breath before I headed back out onto the café floor and did my best to switch off my mind as I got back to work. My body seemed to move on autopilot as I did everything in my power to quell the surge of emotions trying to drag me under as I served them their drinks.

I wasn’t sure how I managed to survive the rest of their stay at the café—especially when it seemed Nina was going out of her way to paw at Levi whenever I was close by. It was a miracle I didn’t lose my composure, and I had to bite my tongue several times to stop myself from uttering the cutting remarks that so easily came to mind.

I thought the torture was finally over when the pair paid their bill, but as I headed down the hallway leading from the café to the kitchen, I heard my name being called out.

I stopped and turned to see Nina marching toward me.

“You’re not supposed to be back here,” I said as she stopped in front of me.

Nina shot me a strained smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “You never had a problem with me coming back here before.”

“Well, things were different back then.”

“Yes, I guess they were.”

I folded my arms over my chest, struggling to keep my cool. “Is there something I can help you with?”

The smile fell from her lips as she eyed me. “Look, I came here hoping to bury the hatchet between us before we start our senior year, but I don’t know how you expect me to do that when I saw the way you were looking at Levi. I just wanted to make sure you’re not going to try anything.”

“Excuse me?”

“He’s not your boyfriend anymore, Isobel, and it’s pretty rude that you were making eyes at him when I was sitting right there.”

“Are you serious?” I scoffed. “I wasn’t making eyes at him.”

If anything, I had been trying my hardest not to show how wounded I felt. The last thing I had on my mind was flirting with the guy who’d broken my heart.

Nina folded her arms over her chest, mirroring my stance as she stared me down. “You obviously were. It’s sad enough that you haven’t moved on from him, but it’s clear I’m going to have to spell things out to you. Levi doesn’t love you. He loves me. And I don’t want you getting any ideas once school starts.”

She was looking at me as though I was some evil mastermind who had spent all summer planning my revenge rather than licking my wounds.

“So, let me get this straight,” I said. “You steal my boyfriend, tell lies about me to all our friends, and, as if that’s not enough, you now feel the need to come and warn me not to do the same thing.” I shook my head, disgusted with her. “Is that why you dragged Levi in here this morning? You must be feeling pretty insecure about things between the two of you if you felt the need to shove your relationship in my face and threaten me.”

“I’m not insecure about us.”

“Right.” I raised my hand in front of her as she opened her mouth to continue. “I’m sorry, Nina, but I don’t have time for this. I have to get back to work.” I took a step to leave but paused and looked over my shoulder. “If you’re already worried about your new boyfriend dumping you or cheating on you, then perhaps you should have a think about the kind of guy you’re dating. What’s that line? Oh yeah, once a cheater, always a cheater.”

I walked away before she had a chance to respond and could practically feel the wrath radiating off her as I left. Thankfully, she didn’t follow me for round two. Although I was certain she’d have something in store for me on Monday, right now, I didn’t care. That was Monday’s problem, and I had far more pressing issues to worry about. Like the fact that while Nina had been yelling at me, my shift had ended. And that trip I’d been trying not to think about? Well, I’d rather face my ex-boyfriend again.






Chapter 2

I leaned against the office door as I pulled the grubby black apron from around my waist. My mom’s head was lowered over her desk as she concentrated on various documents spread out before her. From the deep line between her eyebrows, I could tell they were bills and she was worrying about how to pay them. Rent for the premises had gone up yet again, which made the broken air conditioner an especially unwelcome expense. She couldn’t afford to fix it, and she definitely couldn’t afford a day like today without any customers. Not at the busiest time of year.

She looked tired. Not that Mom would ever admit it. Candice Grace was stubborn and determined. She could be falling asleep at her desk and still insist she was fresh as a daisy and keep working.

As I placed my apron on the table just inside the door, she glanced up from her stack of bills. “You’re not ready,” she said. “Why aren’t you ready?”

“I got held up at the end of my shift. It’ll only take me a minute to change.”

“A minute? You don’t have a minute! You’re going to miss your bus …” Her voice was filled with an urgency I just didn’t feel.

“Would that really be a bad thing?”

She folded her arms across her chest and lifted her eyebrows in response.

“Okay, okay. I’ll be quick.” I turned and dashed upstairs to our apartment. There was no time for me to shower or even run a brush through my hair. I simply changed out of my work T-shirt, threw on the first clean clothes I could find, and grabbed the backpack I’d packed the night before. It was probably a good thing I didn’t have time to contemplate what I was getting ready for. If I did, I doubted I’d be able to leave the apartment at all.

Mom was waiting for me in her car as I rushed back downstairs. The rusty old vehicle was considered ancient when she bought it ten years ago and, like the café’s air conditioner, it had been running on borrowed time for a while now.

“You didn’t do your hair,” Mom said as I jumped into the passenger seat. She let out a long sigh, and I could hear every ounce of her exhaustion in the breath. She needed a break from work. Even just a couple of days off would do her wonders. I knew she’d never take it though. Not when this place was the one love in her life other than me. She poured everything she had into it.

“Well, the choice was either do my hair or catch my bus. I figured you’d prefer the latter.”

Mom muttered something under her breath, but I didn’t catch it as she turned the key in the ignition and the car spluttered to life. I glanced out the window and up at the old Beach Street Café sign that hung over the entrance to the restaurant. I was only going to be gone for one weekend, but I knew I would miss everything about this place. From the faded blue-and-white-striped awning out front to the smell of bacon that infused every inch of the kitchen and restaurant each morning. I was even going to miss the early starts and the crazy customers.

As we pulled away from the curb, I slumped in my seat and turned my attention to the road ahead. Just a block away, a line of people was building up outside the newly opened Starbucks. My mom didn’t seem to notice though. Her eyes were fixed on the road, and her fingers were tapping against the steering wheel. She must have been just as anxious about today as I was.

“Have you got your bus ticket?”

“Yes.”

“And you’ve got the cash I gave you to get a cab when you arrive?”

“Mom, you went over this enough times last night. I’ve got everything I need.”

She slowly nodded and then glanced at me. “How are you feeling?”

I shrugged and looked out the window. It was only now I’d had a minute to stop that the reality of where I was going was starting to sink in. I couldn’t deny it any longer.

“It’s understandable if you feel nervous …”

“I’m not nervous.” My conviction surprised me. I felt a lot of things about this trip, mainly anger, but my nerves seemed to have subsided somewhat. Facing Nina and Levi had been difficult, but I’d come through it. If I could handle them, maybe I could also handle him.

“But it would be completely natural if you were nervous,” my mom continued. “Talk to me.”

“You already know how I feel,” I told her. “You know I don’t want to do this. I don’t get why you think it’s such a good idea.”

“Isobel … you know why.”

“Do I? Because the last seventeen years of my life have been perfectly fine without Matthew LaFleur.” My skin bristled as I said his name out loud. Matthew LaFleur. It was a name I tended to avoid saying. One that had only been uttered a handful of times in our house over the years, but this past week, I’d been hearing it far too frequently.

“He’s your father,” Mom said. “You need to give him a chance.”

I sunk deeper in my seat, crossing my arms over my chest. Some father. The man was a total stranger to me, and now I was being forced to travel to some town I’d never heard of so I could meet him. I still couldn’t understand why my mom was making me do this. She said it was because I was old enough now that I should know where I came from. But I was quite happy to leave that a mystery. The two of us had been perfectly fine without him in our lives so far. Why did she have to go and ruin things?

We stayed silent until Mom pulled up at the bus station. Despite my mad hurry to get ready, we’d arrived slightly early, and I still had a few minutes before my bus arrived.

“Isobel, before you go, there is something you should know about Matthew.”

“Something? I know nothing about him, Mom. And I’m happy to keep it that way. The guy knocked you up then abandoned you. That’s all I need to know.”

She rarely talked about my father until recently and had only ever given me the most obscure explanations for why he wasn’t in our life. As a kid, she’d told me he couldn’t be with us because he lived in a different world. For years, I’d wondered where he might be, imagining he was a prince stuck in some faraway land. It didn’t take long before I snapped out of the fairy tales and back to reality though. The reason he wasn’t around was simple: he didn’t want to be. So, it didn’t matter where he was, as long as it was far away from us.

Mom had often said we were better off without him, and I’d accepted that a long time ago. I wasn’t sure why she’d suddenly changed her mind or why she was so desperate for me to meet a man she’d kept from me my whole life. It didn’t make any sense, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to get it over with.

“You know it’s not as simple as that,” she said. “There were circumstances—”

“Circumstances? Mom, stop acting like he’s not the bad guy.”

She blew out a long breath. “Things with Matthew are just complicated. If anything, I’m the one you should be angry with.”

“I don’t know why you’re suddenly defending him.” I honestly didn’t understand how my mom could possibly think she was the one in the wrong.

“Well …” My mom started to speak but then paused and let out another long breath. “Like I said, it’s complicated. I’m sorry, there’s just so much you don’t know about him …”

“Which is apparently why we have to meet. Do we need to talk about this now? I’ve got to catch my bus.”

“I just don’t want you to be surprised when you get there.”

“Has the guy got a second head?”

“No—”

“Is his skin a shade of Avatar blue?”

“Of course not.”

“Then I’m sure I won’t be surprised.”

“But—”

“Mom, like I’ve told you a million times this week, I’m just meeting this guy to make you happy and then I’m going to come home and go back to pretending I was an immaculate conception.”

“Isobel …” Her voice trailed off as my bus pulled up at the stop.

“I’ve got to go.” I opened the car door and climbed out, but when I turned to shut the door behind me, I was met with my mom’s sad eyes. I might have been angry about meeting my father, but it wasn’t fair to take it out on her. She’d only ever wanted what was best for me. I didn’t want to leave things this way.

“It’s going to be fine, Mom.” My voice had turned soft. “My expectations of the guy are about as low as you can get, but I’ll give him a chance. For you.”

She slowly nodded, but the sadness in her eyes didn’t dissipate. She looked like she wanted to cry, which only made me feel worse. I rarely got angry with my mom, and I hated myself for being short with her. I climbed back into the car and reached across the center console to give her a hug.

“I’m sorry to put all this pressure on you, Isobel,” she said as she wrapped her arms around me. “I know it’s already been a tough year. But I promise everything is going to be okay.”

“I know,” I replied. “I love you, Mom.”

“I love you too.” She squeezed me tightly before pulling away and then flashed me a smile, but it didn’t quite seem to reach her eyes. “Call me when you get there, okay?”

“I will.”

Her throat bobbed as she swallowed and then nodded toward the bus. “You better get going.”

I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek before hurrying from the car. The bus was making a steady rumbling chuff as it idled by the curb, and my stomach tied itself up in knots as I slowly made my way aboard. I rarely left Rapid Bay and had never embarked on a trip this big on my own. I kept trying to convince myself it was just the journey that had me on edge, but I knew that was only partially true.

I found a window seat toward the back, and as I peered outside, I saw my mom was still waiting in her car watching me. The concern in her eyes was clear even at a distance, and I wondered whether she was finding it hard because I was leaving or because of the man she knew was waiting for me at the other end of the journey.

I pressed my hand against the window, and she gave me a sad wave in return. I’d be back in a couple of days, so she really didn’t have to worry.

As the bus pulled away from the curb, I leaned back in my seat and stared out the window, watching Rapid Bay quickly disappear into the distance.

I’d told my mom I didn’t want to know my father—that I wasn’t interested in anything other than getting this meeting over and done with. But the longer I sat with my thoughts, the more anxious I became. I knew practically nothing about this man. We shared some DNA, but that was it. Matthew LaFleur was a total mystery to me. Who was he? And why was it so important I meet him after all these years? I was about to find out whether I wanted to or not.






Chapter 3

The bus ride was long and monotonous. I’d always thought there was something kind of romantic about traveling across the country by road, but clearly, I’d never covered any great distance by bus before. After sleeping curled up on a seat all night, my notions of romance were certainly gone. My clothes were crinkled, my mouth tasted like cotton wool, and there was a sore kink in my neck I couldn’t stretch out.

I also had a distinctively pungent coffee stain down the middle of my shirt. Coffee had seemed like a great idea when we’d stopped to change buses this morning, but I’d made the mistake of not securing the lid to my cup properly. When I went to take a sip, the drink had spilled everywhere, ruining both my top and my backpack, which was placed at my feet. The drink had even soaked into the spare clothing I had packed. I should have counted myself lucky the coffee wasn’t scalding hot, but it was hard to feel grateful when I was looking so disheveled and smelled like something that had fallen out of a garbage can. The universe was having a good laugh at my expense, I was sure of it.

By the time I finally reached the small town Matthew lived in, I was in a foul mood and even less emotionally prepared to meet my long-lost father than I had been when I left Rapid Bay. I didn’t want to like anything about the place he called home, but it was hard not to appreciate just how pretty it was. Tall, leafy trees lined the main street through the town, which was made up of gorgeous old redbrick buildings. The place was quaint and picturesque, like something out of a postcard. It was nothing like the beachside town I’d come from, but this place had a different kind of charm to it.

When the bus finally pulled to a stop, I rose from my seat and stretched my arms over my head. Every part of me felt tight from the journey, and I was in desperate need of some fresh air. I hurried along the aisle, down the steps, and off the bus as fast as my tired body could move. As I stepped onto the sidewalk, I came face-to-face with an elaborately decorated sign surrounded by stunningly bright and painstakingly manicured flowers of all colors.

“Welcome to Weybridge.” I read it aloud before scanning the rest of my surroundings. Behind the welcome sign was a large garden square full of greenery bordered by an ornate black fence. I must have been in the center of town because there were stores and cafés lining the streets on either side of the park.

The buildings were old and elegant, and the clothes stores looked high-end. Even the nearest café, which was a few doors down, looked expensive and classy. All the cars parked along the street were sleek and sporty, and the bright morning sun was blinding as it bounced off their pristinely waxed surfaces. I felt like I’d stepped off the bus and onto a movie set, where there wasn’t a blade of grass, brick, or building out of place. I was a long way from Rapid Bay, that was for sure.

As I headed over to the nearby taxi stand, I fished around in my backpack for the piece of paper my mom had given me with Matthew’s address written on it. There was a slight coffee mark on the corner of the paper, which reminded me how messy I looked. I pulled at the edge of my top in a useless attempt to straighten it out. Not that it would have made any difference given the stain running down the center of it. I couldn’t have looked more out of place in this town if I’d tried.

“Where to?” the taxi driver asked as I hopped in the back seat of the lone cab waiting at the stand. The woman was a little older than my mom, and she gave me a kind smile when she spotted the stain on my top. “Get into a fight with your latte this morning?”

“Yeah.” I laughed. “I guess I lost.”

“Happens to me all the time. I’m about as clumsy as they come,” she replied, but I got the impression she was just being nice.

“So, where can I take you?”

“Uh …” I glanced down at the paper in my hand and rattled off the address.

The woman’s eyes lit with recognition. “Ah, that’s the mayor’s house. Well, it’s not anymore, I suppose. He sold it just last week.” She took off from the curb, but her attention was more on me in the rearview mirror than on the road. “Do you know who bought it?”

“No, I’m just meeting someone there,” I said. It would have been a lie to tell her I knew Matthew when I’d never even spoken a word to the man. Also, it seemed unlikely he would have just bought the house. Maybe someone else lived there.

“Well, everyone in town has been dying to find out who’s moving in. I heard the mayor got an offer for the place that he couldn’t refuse and sold within days. Apparently, the buyer offered him a bundle more to get him out of there immediately and to leave it exactly as it came—all the furniture and everything. It’s all anyone around here’s been talking about.”

I wasn’t sure what to say. I got the feeling this woman liked to talk, and it seemed she didn’t need any encouragement to continue.

“Jeffery, that’s the mayor, has been fending off buyers for that house for years,” she said. “I’m surprised he was finally convinced to sell. He’s always been very passionate about preserving the history of this town, and that house has been passed down in his family for generations. I thought he’d rather die than see such an important part of Weybridge’s heritage end up in someone else’s hands.”

It seemed like she’d forgotten I was in the car as she talked. The words streamed out of her mouth as though she was speaking to herself rather than a passenger.

“My guess is that it was bought by one of the families of the kids that go to school here. They’ve all got more money than sense …” Her voice trailed off for a second, and her eyes nervously flicked toward me. “Not that I’ve got anything against the kids at the academy,” she quickly added. “Do you go there?”

“Oh, uh, no.” I had no idea what she was talking about.

She blew out a breath, and her shoulders relaxed. “No, didn’t think you did. You don’t really look like the type.” My gaze fell to my coffee-stained shirt, and I could only assume she was referring to my mess of an outfit. If I’d felt out of place in the town center, I imagined that meant I’d stick out like a sore thumb if I went to the town’s school.

The car started to slow, and my stomach dipped in response. I’d been so caught up in the woman’s chatter I’d forgotten I was about to meet my father.

“Well, here we are.”

My mouth dropped open as I looked out the window at the tall sliding gate that marked the entrance to the property. Through the gaps between the black iron bars, I could see glimpses of what looked like a sprawling mansion beyond. I’d only ever seen houses like this on TV or in movies. I didn’t actually think people lived in such places—let alone my father. Perhaps he worked here. It seemed impossible that he might be the person the driver was gossiping about.

I paid the fare and gave the woman my thanks as I jumped from the car. I was a ball of nerves as I made my way to the front gate. All week, I’d been trying my best not to think about meeting my father, but I couldn’t ignore it now. This moment had arrived too fast, and I didn’t feel at all ready for it.

I’d always assumed my father was some sort of lowlife, unable to support my mom and me and incapable of being a dad. This beautiful home didn’t match up with that image of the man at all though. As I stared at the gate before me, I wondered if perhaps it was us who hadn’t lived up to his standards. This house was clearly worth an eye-watering sum of money. And if the taxi driver was to be believed, the recent buyer of the place sounded extremely wealthy.

It didn’t make sense to think that my father might be so rich. Not when my mom had struggled financially for so many years. It was all I’d ever known. I’d assumed my father would be a disappointment, and my expectations of the man had been set seriously low. But now it seemed far more likely that I would be the disappointment. He was probably going to reject me the moment he laid eyes on my coffee-stained shirt.

I didn’t want to care—I shouldn’t care. But how would I feel if the man turned me out before we’d even exchanged a word? I wasn’t sure, and the thought left a sour feeling in my stomach. I’d been so certain that I didn’t want to know my father, but now I was worried I wouldn’t be given a chance. How stupid was that?

The longer I stood there, the more I began to doubt myself. I needed to get this over with quickly, or I’d be heading back to Rapid Bay without meeting the man at all. And I had promised my mom. There was an intercom by the front gate, so I walked over and pressed the buzzer before I could chicken out.

“La Fleur residence.” A pompous voice came through the speaker.

My heart was in my throat as I replied. “Uh, hi. I’m Isobel Grace. I’m here to meet Matthew LaFleur.”

“Yes, come in, Miss Isobel.” The gate buzzed in response and slowly started to ease open.

“Thanks,” I told the intercom before starting up the drive. I probably should have had the cab driver take me all the way to the house, as it was a surprisingly long way, but I was somewhat glad to have the walk ahead of me and hoped it might take some of the edge off my growing nerves.

It took me a couple of minutes to reach the house, and I marveled at the beauty of the property as I made my way toward the impressive building looming up ahead. The sun came out from behind a cloud as I walked, casting dappled light across the driveway and highlighting the deep green of the hedged gardens that lined the way. A soft breeze ruffled my hair, bringing with it the lightest scent of roses and freshly cut lawn. This place was like a hidden oasis; strikingly different from the salty heat I’d left behind at home.

The mansion only grew more striking as I drew closer. It was a gorgeous old redbrick building with lush green vines crawling over the face of the first two of the building’s three levels. A large fountain stood proudly in the center of the circular driveway, and behind that was a wide set of stairs that led up to a majestic entrance accentuated by tall pillars.

A man waited for me by the imposing front doors. He was dressed in a black suit, his back was ramrod straight, and his chest was puffed out. His expression remained bland as I climbed the stairs toward him. My palms were sweating as I approached. He looked far too old to be my father, but my father’s age was yet another fact about him I didn’t know.

“Miss Isobel,” the man said in greeting. His thick British accent matched the voice I’d heard over the intercom, and given the way he’d addressed me, I guessed he must be some kind of butler or doorman. My mom had a thing for Downton Abbey, and I’d watched it enough times to notice an uncanny resemblance between this guy and the butler on the show. But I was almost certain he wasn’t the person I’d come to meet.

“Welcome to Weybridge House,” the man continued. “I trust your journey was pleasant.”

“Uh, sure.”

He opened the front doors and gestured for me to come inside. “May I take your bag for you?”

I immediately felt smaller as I entered the grand home. The foyer seemed to go on forever, and the ceiling was so high I had to wonder how anyone was ever able to clear the cobwebs away. There was marble everywhere; the floor, the walls, and even the wide staircase directly in front of me shared the glossy white sheen. The sparkling chandelier hanging overhead was so big it would have taken up half the apartment I lived in with my mom. I must have been gawking like an idiot because the man cleared his throat, and I remembered he’d asked me a question.

“Oh no, it’s fine. I’ve got it.” I clutched my backpack strap a little tighter. It felt somewhat like a security blanket. A small piece of home in this all too foreign landscape.

He gave me a brief nod before starting into the house. I followed after him, trying not to gasp too obviously at how ridiculous the place was.

“Mr. LaFleur is in his office,” the man continued. “He’s expecting you.”

“He … lives here?” I asked the butler in disbelief.

The man let out a slow sigh, like it pained him to utter a response. “He plans to reside here on weekends. Now, like I said, Mr. LaFleur is expecting you.”

I nodded, unsure what else to say. I was still in shock that my father appeared to have serious wealth, and I wondered if my mom had any idea. Surely, if she had known he was rich, she would have asked him for help raising me. For years, we had struggled to get by. Her business barely made it through each winter before the summertime rush just about buoyed us back to life. Mom suffered through constant financial pressure, and I imagined she really could have used the support.

Maybe she had asked, and he’d refused. Although, the more I thought about it, the more I found it difficult to believe my mom would have ever made the request. She was far too proud and independent to accept a handout. No, if she knew about my father’s money, it wouldn’t have mattered to her. Still, it made me even more curious about what had prompted her to introduce us now.

We passed several other people in suits that matched the butler’s as we wandered through the large corridors of the mansion, but none of them so much as glanced my way as they went about their business. The place was like a museum with long, wide corridors and large pictures hanging from the walls. There were even some stone sculptures dotted throughout the building, and I half expected to turn a corner and find a man holding a flag in the air, followed by a bunch of tourists listening eagerly as he described each piece we passed.

When the butler finally slowed by one of the doors, my heart dipped and my stomach clenched with an unexpected bout of nerves. I tried to remind myself I didn’t want my father in my life and I didn’t care what he thought of me. But as I stood outside the door, on the precipice of meeting him for the first time, all I could think was that he was sure to find me lacking. That given the opulence and extravagance he was surrounded by, there was no way I would ever be enough.

The door opened before I had time to mentally prepare myself, and the butler cleared his throat. “Miss Isobel to see you, sir.” The butler then stood back and gestured for me to enter the room.






Chapter 4

I had never felt more alone than I did at that moment. Even when I’d faced Nina and Levi at the café, I’d known backup was merely a shout away. But here, in this town so far from home, there was nowhere to hide and no one to help me.

I took a breath and reminded myself I was doing this for my mom. She wanted me to know where I came from, so here I was filling in the blank space on my family tree. If it didn’t go well, I never had to see the man again. The thought relaxed me somewhat, and I managed to clamp down my nerves and pull my shoulders back. I pushed away the fleeting doubts that had been fluttering in my stomach and entered the room.

Like the rest of the mansion, Matthew’s office was obscenely large and extravagant. The walls on either side of me were lined with heaving bookcases that stretched up to the high ceiling above. They drew the eye toward large bay windows on the opposite wall that overlooked the perfect gardens beyond. The room smelled of leather and books, and the only sound was the soft scrape of my Converse as I walked toward the mahogany desk that stood proudly in front of the vast window. A man was standing in front of it waiting for me, but it was only when I stopped a few meters from him that I finally allowed myself to lift my gaze.

As our eyes met for the first time, my father’s widened slightly with apparent surprise. He stared at me for a moment, seemingly frozen in place, but with the next blink of his eyes, the shock vanished, and his expression turned stony as he proceeded to look me over. I felt a little like a horse up for auction as he took in every detail of me. His lips twitched with the barest hint of disapproval as he eyed my beaten-up sneakers, and he frowned when he saw the coffee stain on my shirt. I got the distinct impression he was thoroughly unimpressed by me, but Matthew LaFleur was hardly the man I’d expected to meet either, and I was scrutinizing him just as much as he was me.

Matthew was definitely handsome for a guy his age. He had striking blue eyes and angular cheekbones with stubble across his jaw that was perfectly trimmed. His most striking feature was probably his thick head of salt-and-pepper hair, which didn’t have a strand out of place. There also wasn’t a single crinkle in his expensive suit. He was far too polished for my liking. From the shine on his shoes to the controlled expression on his face, it was clear he’d spent years buffing out all of his flaws and held himself with the rigid arrogance of a man who always got what he wanted.

He reminded me of the statues I’d passed out in the corridor. Carefully crafted and proudly displayed with a permanent, planned expression etched on to a cold, stone surface.

My hands twisted as I clasped them behind my back, and I tipped my chin up as I met his stare. I felt like nothing more than a speck of dirt to this man. A grimy smear across his polished marble floors that he wanted swept away. I refused to cower before him though. I hadn’t needed a father in seventeen years, and I didn’t need one now—no matter what my mother might think. Staring at this stranger, I only wished she hadn’t suddenly changed her mind about us meeting.

What was she thinking, sending me here?

“Hello, Isobel,” Matthew finally said in greeting. They were the first words I’d heard from the man, and they held a complete lack of emotion. He had a British accent that was every bit as haughty as his expression. Mom’s Downton Abbey obsession was suddenly making a whole lot of sense.

I hesitated for a moment as I wondered how to respond. What did I call this man? Dad? Father? Matthew? Matty? In my mind, I’d always thought of him as that jerk who abandoned my mom, but that was a bit of a mouthful to say aloud, and I doubted it would be well received.

“Mr. LaFleur.” I finally found my voice and settled on something formal. He seemed like the type who would balk if I tried to call him daddy.

“You look like her,” he said as he continued to study me. “Candice, that is.”

He hadn’t said that I looked like my mother in the endearing way most people gushed over our similarity. It was more a statement of fact. He could have been speaking about something as bland as the weather. I didn’t miss how his eyes flickered to my untamed hair as he spoke my mother’s name. My unruly curls were exactly like Mom’s, and I was sure he was currently wondering if I even owned a hairbrush.

His gaze continued to assess me, and while his face didn’t give much away, I could tell he disliked every part of the girl standing in front of him. From my ratty sneakers to the collection of bangles jingling around my wrist, I was everything he didn’t want in a child. When his scrutiny returned to my face, I was almost worried about what he’d say next.

“But you have my eyes.”

I wasn’t expecting that. He was right though. My eyes were a similar hue of blue to his. I wished he hadn’t brought it to my attention. I might have only just met my father, but I already knew I wanted nothing from this man, especially not something as permanent as the eyes I saw in the mirror each day. My father’s eyes were an icy shade of blue as cold and hostile as the rest of his demeanor. Why couldn’t I have been born with green eyes like my mom?

He looked me over one last time before he turned and walked behind his desk. He lowered himself into his chair and crossed one leg over the other with a gracefulness I most certainly hadn’t inherited. I remained where I was standing, unsure what he expected from me. He’d arranged this meeting, and yet he was acting as though it were just another item on his daily agenda.

It’s not like I wanted to be here, and the only reason I’d agreed to come was because my mom insisted. I would have given anything to have her here with me now. I couldn’t begrudge her for her absence though. Not when she had the café to run.

“Please, take a seat,” he said, gesturing to one of the free chairs across from him. “I trust your journey here was smooth.”

Matthew clearly couldn’t feel the kink in my neck or smell the coffee stain on my shirt. My legs were still cramping from being tucked under me as I’d slept on the bus last night. I was hardly going to alert him to those facts though.

“It was fine,” I replied. “Long, but fine.”

He nodded. “I did offer to fly both your mother and you up here, but your mother insisted against it.”

This was news to me, but it sounded just like Mom. Her pride would never have allowed it, and now I’d met Matthew, I could understand why she’d be hesitant to accept anything from him—I didn’t want to owe this man anything either.

“I’m glad that Candice finally came around and allowed us to meet,” he continued. “Clearly, I’ve missed a lot of your upbringing.”

“Clearly,” I muttered. I didn’t miss how Matthew made it sound like Mom was the reason he’d been absent all these years. He was probably used to spinning the truth in his favor like that. You didn’t get as rich as him without throwing a few people under a few buses.

“I’d like to remedy that.”

It took me a moment to realize what he’d said, and I struggled to contain my surprise. He looked like a man who didn’t want anything to do with me, let alone a father who wanted to become involved in my life.

“Why?” I couldn’t help but ask.

“You are my only child, my legacy in this world. Why wouldn’t I wish to know you?”

I could think of plenty of reasons, the main one being that he’d had years to get to know me but had chosen not to. Not to mention that the man hardly appeared paternal and clearly disapproved of me. But, I didn’t say any of those things out loud.

“I certainly
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