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  Chapter one

There are moments in this life that, even as they are happening, we know will be etched into our brains for the rest of our lives. Time may pass, life may change, and the events of our youth are drowned out by what adulthood brings. 
But still, there are memories that even time and age can’t touch because they have become a part of who we are. For Emma Walker, that memory is of this very day. 
Thirteen-year-old Emma didn’t expect today to be different than any other day at the barn. Grabbing the bag of carrots out of her backpack that she brought from home, Emma walked into the barn and headed straight for Razz’s stall, the horse she was leasing. Breathing in the sweet smell of horses and hay, Emma rounded the corner towards the row of stalls where the gelding was stabled. 
But what she saw when she approached his stall made her heart sink. Maggie, her riding instructor, the barn owner, Mr. Cromwell, and two people she didn’t recognize were huddled around Razz’s stall. 
“Is something wrong with him?” she had thought, her heart starting to race. 
Maggie turned around when she heard footfalls on the barn aisle. “Oh, Emma,” Maggie said, her voice low and breathy as her concerned gaze met Emma’s. 
“What’s wrong?” Emma asked quickly, her eyes darting from Maggie back to Razz’s stall. 
Maggie said nothing but walked over to Emma and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, gently leading her outside. 
“Maggie…,” Emma’s voice broke after she said her trainer’s name. Emma knew Maggie well enough to know whatever was going on was very, very bad. 
Maggie sat on the bench next to the outdoor arena and Emma followed suit. “Emma, do you remember when you first started leasing Razz, how I said it was going to be on a month-to-month basis?” Maggie asked. Emma nodded, feeling a tightness in her throat. 
“Well, we had to do it that way because Razz’s owner owed the barn owner a lot of money in back board, and we had not heard from her in several months. We weren’t sure if his owner would ever come back, or if he had been essentially abandoned here, but I know how much you loved riding him so we agreed to allow a lease under those conditions. Does that make sense?” Maggie asked. 
Emma only nodded again, knowing she was on the verge of tears, and if she spoke, that would be it. 
Maggie sighed and took Emma’s hand, placing hers over Emma’s. “Honey, Razz’s owner is here and just paid off his back board. She is taking him to another barn…right now,” Maggie said.
The reality of what Maggie was saying hit Emma like a ton of bricks. Razz was leaving, and he was never coming back. 
Tears spilled silently down Emma’s cheeks. “Can I say goodbye?” Emma asked, barely croaking out the words.
“I’ll clear everyone out and give you a few minutes with him,” Maggie said, squeezing her hand and giving her a sad smile. 
Emma walked back into the barn with Maggie who asked the owner to step outside for a moment with her. Pressing her forehead to Razz’s forelock, Emma felt tears dripping onto his soft fur. She pulled away, looking him over as she ran her hand down his neck. “I’ll never forget you,” she murmured to the gelding, who playfully nosed her in the chest. She smiled a little through her tears. 
“I’m sorry Emma,” Maggie’s voice said from down the aisle. Emma looked up and saw Razz’s owner walking quickly down the aisle with a lead rope in her hand. 
Emma stepped aside, wiping tears away as she watched him being led out of the barn towards the waiting horse trailer. Emma jogged out of barn and watched them load Razz in the trailer, knowing that was the last she would see of the first horse she ever loved. It wasn’t until the trailer was halfway down the road and completely out of sight that Emma walked slowly back into the barn. 
Sliding down a stall door, she sat there in the dirt aisle on the ground. Maggie was standing in the entrance of the barn looking over at her with a strange expression. “I’ll be right back!” Maggie said, sounding suspiciously excited. 
“Great, she is probably going to go find some other horse for me to ride today,” Emma thought. It wasn’t that Emma wasn’t grateful to ride any horse she had the opportunity to ride, but today, she just wanted to miss the horse she’d lost. Maybe Maggie thought finding another horse to ride for the day would cheer her up, but Emma knew it would only make her miss Razz that much more. 
Emma wasn’t sure how long Maggie had been gone. Twenty minutes, maybe? What was she doing? Tacking up the horse for her? Maggie peeked only her head around the aisle of the barn Emma was still in.
“Emma, stand up but do not turn around, and close your eyes!” Maggie said. 
Emma kept her eyes shut but spun around anyway to face the direction Maggie’s voice came from.
“Why are my eyes closed?” Emma asked. 
“Because I have a surprise for you. Now, before you open your eyes, there’s something I want you to know first. You will have to work really hard, but the barn owners have agreed to let you feed horses, turn out, and clean stalls on weekends…and in exchange...,”
Emma’s eyes flew open before Maggie was finished with her speech. She gasped audibly and stared wide-eyed at the seventeen hand, dark bay Thoroughbred gelding in front of her. She recognized him; he had arrived at the barn as a sale horse but was a little older, so she remembered Maggie saying they were being extra picky about buyers because of his age. They wanted to find him the right home, and it dawned on her in that moment that the right home just might be her. 
“Wait, are you saying he’s mine? No way, my parents can’t afford a horse...,” Emma began. 
“Well, Miss Emma, if you had let me finish!” Maggie said, scolding young Emma with a laugh. “Yes, he is yours, and yes, I called your parents and they are able to pay the difference. As I was saying, you will have to be here every weekend to care for your horse and the other horses at the barn too, but that will significantly reduce the board costs. Of course, you can still help me out in exchange for weekly lessons like you have been doing.” 
Still wide-eyed, Emma approached her first horse slowly, almost in awe. “Hi Lexington,” she whispered to him. 
Taking his lead rope from Maggie, knowing he was hers, that was all the motivation she needed. 






  
  Chapter two

Sixteen-year-old Emma caught herself falling asleep for the second time this class. 
“Horse show hangovers are awful, but totally worth it,” she thought, sitting straighter in her chair and forcing her eyes to stay open as her math teacher continued to describe the equation on the board. 
Math was already not her strong suit, so between the lack of sleep and the physical exhaustion she felt, there was no way she was going to retain the information the teacher had just gone over. 
“Alright class, grab a partner and try this worksheet to see how you do working the problems out on your own,” the teacher said, passing a piece of paper to each student. 
“I assume we are going to be partners as usual?” Melissa said to Emma when they received their worksheets. 
“Always,” Emma said smiling, sliding her chair closer to her friend. 
The thing she liked best about being in math class with Melissa was that her friend despised math almost as much as she did. That, however, was their downfall when it came to partnering up on worksheets.
“Question one,” Melissa began aloud, “What is the slope?”
Both girls stared blankly at each other a moment before Emma answered, “Yes?” 
Melissa laughed, writing “yes” next to the question. 
“Ok, so we know there is a slope, but we don’t know what it is. We’ll just circle back to that one,” Melissa said rolling her eyes. The girls struggled through the remaining six questions shortly before they heard the teacher’s voice at the front of the classroom.
“Time’s up! Let’s go over the answers quickly. Did anyone get the first answer right?”
Several hands shot up, neither of which were Emma’s nor Melissa’s. The bell rang exactly eleven minutes later, and Emma couldn’t grab her backpack and leave her last class of the day fast enough. 
“Our torture session for the day is officially complete,” Melissa said, blowing out a breath the as girls walked out of the classroom together. “By the way, how did your horse show go yesterday?” 
“Great, actually! Lexington and I got second in our division. He was a good boy, as usual. I am paying for it today though; we didn’t get home until almost midnight since the show was out of town.”
“That’s great! It makes sense why you all but fell out of your chair falling asleep in class today, though,” Melissa said, elbowing Emma in the side playfully. 
“So, it was that obvious, huh?” Emma replied, letting out an audible sigh as she tucked a piece of her light brown hair behind her ear. 
“Just a little,” Melissa said, grinning broadly. 
The girls headed to their respective lockers, which were only about five lockers apart, and swapped books from their backpacks.
“How was your last class of the day?” Kaylin, one of their mutual friends, asked Melissa and Emma as she rounded the corner from where her locker was located. 
“Pretty much as exciting as math can be,” Emma said, slamming her locker shut and rolling her eyes. 
“I take it you’re still horse show hungover?” Kaylin said with a laugh, knowing the feeling all too well herself. Emma was glad for a friends like Kaylin at school who got the whole “horse crazy” thing, even if she did ride at a different barn. 
Melissa was supportive of the whole horse thing and was always asking how her horse was or how Kaylin’s lessons went. Still, she would never truly understand the mind of a horse crazy teenager like a fellow horse lover would. 
“Definitely horse show hungover,” Emma replied, laughing. “Do you still have your riding lesson on Wednesday? I’ll come watch if you want!” 
“Yes, you should come! Now that I’m officially a licensed Ohio driver, you can just catch a ride with me,” Kaylin said, proudly pulling out her freshly minted driver’s license for her friends to see. The girls gushed over the shiny plastic and started talking about how much longer it would be until they started driving too.
“I have my driving test scheduled for next week; I’m so excited,” Emma added, beaming. Having the freedom to drive herself to the barn was something she had dreamed about for years. Not that her parents weren’t great about taking her to the barn on weekends when she worked there, or a few days during the week when she had a lesson or wanted to hack her horse. But knowing she could hop into a car and drive there on her own felt very grown up and exciting. 
The girls chatted all the way to the bus stop, only stopping when they were forced to say goodbye as each of them climbed into their respective buses. Emma watched jealously from the bus window as Kaylin turned toward the parking lot and her parents’ car that she had driven to school. 
“Only six more days and that could be me,” she thought. Images of driving down the country roads toward the barn filled her mind as she stared out the foggy bus window. 


      [image: ]While she had promised her horse and her trainer she wouldn’t ride the day after the show, Emma still had begged her mom to take her to the barn that afternoon after school anyway. 
“I’ll be over here reading my book if you need me, hon,” Chrissy, Emma’s mother, said as she walked to the shaded area near the arena that had a wooden bench. 
Emma knew her horse deserved a good grooming and a liniment treatment on his legs. At least, that was her excuse for needing to come out today.  
Truthfully, Emma knew she could spend every single day at the barn. The spring air was crisp, but warm, making a long, cold winter of indoor riding in the small indoor arena seem like a distant memory now. 
Spring weather in Ohio had only showed its face a few weeks ago, and ever since, Emma couldn’t get enough of being outside and in the barn. The sunshine had made today’s high temperature a perfect sixty-eight degrees, so even though her horse needed a day off, the thought of grooming and hand grazing him still appealed to her. 
Emma walked towards the tack room to grab her grooming box and liniment as she enjoyed the warm air and horse smells around her. 
“Hey, Lex,” she cooed to the gelding as she slid the halter over his head, leading him from the stall. Clipping him to the cross-ties, she took a moment to scratch his withers in his favorite place, giggling when his upper lip twitched in response. The gelding was nothing short of a character. 
Emma curried the dust off her horse which landed on her despite her attempts to lean away from the grime flying off his fur.
“Dust transfer season,” she murmured to herself, smiling even though she was getting filthy. 
Sometimes Emma couldn’t believe she was lucky enough to own her own horse, even three years later. After all, she had been a horse crazy kid since the age of nine. Emma still remembered doing anything and everything to just be near a horse. Years ago, before she started taking lessons with Maggie, she had volunteered at a non-profit for just the chance to groom and be near horses.  
Laughter echoed from the other end of the “L” shaped barn, pulling Emma from her thoughts. 
Emma rolled her eyes, recognizing who the voice and the laughter belonged to: Luke Cromwell. All the girls at school talked about how cute they thought Luke was, going on and on about his jaw line. Emma wasn’t sure what all the fuss was about; he looked like any other teenage boy at school to her.
“Great,” Emma mumbled to herself, beginning to brush her horse with a little extra flip of her wrist now. 
Another boy’s voice could be heard faintly too, then another.
“How many friends does he need to have over at the same time?” she thought. 
Was one friend not sufficient enough? Was it really necessary to invite your entire entourage over? And more importantly, was it necessary to bring them into the barn where they had no business being? After all, Luke didn’t ride horses. At least, not anymore. 
“What a waste,” Emma thought, half stomping to the tack room to grab a bottle of the waterless-bath spray she left in her tack trunk. It didn’t make any sense to her why the son of the barn owner didn’t ride. If her family owned an entire boarding barn…
She stopped herself from dwelling on such a fantasy. That would never be her life. She had Lexington, lessons with Maggie, and her friends. That was all she needed to be happy. At least, that was the logic she was using to keep herself from being jealous of Luke Cromwell. 
The boys’ voices grew louder, and Emma braced herself, knowing they were seconds from rounding the corner to the part of the barn she was in. Why are teenage boys so loud all the time?
“Oh, hey Emma. I didn’t know you were here,” Luke said, and his group of buddies chuckled in the background. They clearly had no interest in being around horses, and it rubbed her the wrong way every time. Why couldn’t they go run around in one of the unused back pastures and talk about whatever sport they had been yelling about a few moments ago? 
“You’re going to scare my horse,” Emma said, first looking at Luke, then the boys behind him. Her expression hardened in detest. 
“Sorry,” Luke said. Emma couldn’t tell if he meant it or not. His tone implied he might actually be sorry. His buddies chuckled louder in the background again, making an “oh” sound, dramatizing her words. Luke turned around, joining his friends in their laughter. Any passing thought of his sincerity vanished after that. 
Emma turned around, face flushed pink. She decided to ignore them and hoped they would simply go away when they realized she wasn’t interested in their drama. 
Emma clipped the lead rope to Lexington’s halter and unclipped him from the cross-ties. She began leading her horse forward, directly into the path of the three boys. 
“This should get them moving,” she thought smugly. 
“Hey! Your stupid horse is going to run us over!” one of the boys said, leaping out of the way. 
Emma turned towards the boy, a look of fury on her face. “Don’t talk about my horse that way,” she said with a venomous tone. 
The boy’s eyes widened at her words, but then he laughed again. Emma had half a mind to actually run him over with her horse.  
She kept walking out of the barn doors, not looking back at the boys still chuckling behind her. Emma didn’t stop until the boys’ laughter was completely out of earshot. 
Boys were infuriating. Why did her friends seem so crazy over them? Horses were so much better than boys. They never judged, they loved unconditionally, and they were perfect in every way, in her opinion.
“You’re the only boy I need,” Emma whispered to Lexington, her chin resting on the bridge of his nose. She let her horse have his head back, and he began pulling up thick mouthfuls of bright green grass. 
Emma leaned against his barrel, staring out at the endless pastures around her. She took a deep breath, letting it out slowly as she tried to clear her mind of the annoying teenage boys still lurking somewhere in the barn. 


      [image: ]Emma shut her locker door and picked her backpack up off the floor. 
Kaylin and Melissa were waiting for her at the end of the row of lockers. They always walked to first period class together since it was the only class all three of them shared this year. It had become a bit of a morning ritual for them. 
“How was everyone’s evening yesterday?” Melissa asked in a cheerful voice. Emma tossed her friend a warm smile, deciding not to go into her run in with Luke Cromwell quite so early in the morning. 
“I watched Miss Congeniality last night,” Kaylin said with a smile. 
Melissa laughed, shooting Kaylin a look. “For the hundredth time?” 
“It was on TV,” Kaylin replied with a shrug. 
“It is a good movie. I mean I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve seen it too,” Emma added in Kaylin’s defense.
“Thank you! I’m glad someone else appreciates it as much as I do,” Kaylin replied, shooting Melissa a smug look. 
“I’m not saying it’s not a good movie, just that I don’t think I could watch it as many times as the two of you have,” Melissa teased. 
The three friends began crossing the part of the hallway that intersected with where the freshman lockers were located. As they stepped into the middle of the hallway, the bell rang, signaling to anyone still in the hall that classes were beginning. 
None of the girls changed their pace and kept walking casually towards their first class of the day only a few more classrooms down.
Suddenly, a freshman with one of the backpacks that rolled behind her, like a suitcase, came sprinting down the freshman hallway. Melissa and Kaylin turned their heads in the half a second before the freshman was practically on top of them. 
Emma, however, did not notice the oncoming freshman.  
The freshman, and her backpack, ran right into Emma’s legs. Not expecting the impact, Emma lost her balance and faceplanted onto the backpack that had taken her out. She laid there on top of the backpack, wondering what hit her. 
The freshman’s eyes went wide, and then the skin between her eyes bunched in distain. The freshman grabbed the handle of the backpack and began ruthlessly yanking it from Emma’s lifeless-looking body without mercy. 
Emma rolled, getting off the backpack before it was yanked completely out from under her. The freshman frantically began running towards her classroom, backpack in tow, without a second glance. 
Emma rolled her eyes. “Freshman,” she muttered, picking herself up off the ground. 
“Someone needs to give that girl a chill pill,” Melissa said, crossing her arms across her chest as she watched the student still sprinting down the hallway. 
“I thought horse girls had good balance,” a male voice said from somewhere behind her. 
Emma and her friends turned around simultaneously, scowling in the direction of the male voice. 
“Excuse me?!” Emma said as she turned around. Emma’s cheeks flushed pink and her stomach sank.
There stood Luke Cromwell and his entourage of annoying friends, feet away from them. They had clearly seen everything, and Luke’s friend Chad had decided to make her day worse with his commentary.  
“Being trampled by a freshman has nothing to do with good balance,” Kaylin said in Emma’s defense. 
“Can’t you find someone else to annoy?” Emma said, her tone giving away her detest for Luke and his friends.
“Aren’t you boys late for class anyway?” Melissa added. 
“That was worth being late for class for,” another of Luke’s friends chided.
Emma’s eyes locked with Luke. He flashed her a grin prompting Emma to roll her eyes again. What was he smiling about? Who smiles at someone faceplanting? Did that boy have no manners?
“Let’s go,” Emma said, still glaring at Luke. 
All three girls turned around and powerwalked towards their classroom. The sound of the boys laughing could still be heard behind them as they walked. 
“I didn’t know you knew Luke Cromwell,” Melissa whispered, so only Emma and Kaylin could hear. Until that moment, they had never spoken a single word to each other at school.
“I don’t. I mean, not really. His dad owns the barn where I board Lexington,” Emma replied. 
“Seriously? That’s unfortunate,” Kaylin replied, shaking her head. 
“You have no idea,” Emma replied. 
“Want my new boyfriend to give him a talking to or something?” Melissa said, a smitten look on her face. Melissa had been blissfully dating a boy named Johnny for exactly two weeks. 
“That’s ok, I can handle Luke and his posse. Thanks anyway though,” Emma said to Melissa. The last thing Emma needed was her best friend’s boyfriend defending her. She had a feeling that would only make things worse. 
Melissa smiled sympathetically at Emma. “Ok, well, if you change your mind, let me know.”
Emma was glad when the conversation shifted to a play-by-play of how Melissa’s new relationship was going. Even if it was a little nauseating to hear her go on and on about Johnny, she was glad to get her mind off those infuriating boys. 


      [image: ]“Good luck, honey!” Emma’s mother said loudly as she waved from the sidewalk of the BMV. 
“Thanks!” Emma said, not quite as loudly. 
The day had finally come: the day she took her driver’s test. 
Daydreams of driving down the open road towards the barn on her own had been clouding her mind and distracting her from schoolwork all week long.
Emma climbed into the passenger side of her parents’ mini-van, and the BMV employee who would be testing her slid into the passenger seat. 
“Ok,” he looked down at his clipboard, seeming to forget who he was testing. “Emma, my name is Ernest. We are going to head out of the parking lot and make a right onto that road,” he said, using his pen to point out the direction they would be taking. 
“Got it,” Emma said. The death grip she had on the steering wheel was turning her knuckles white. Ernest’s eyes flitted to her steering wheel death grip, then to her determined expression. 
“Just relax, I’m sure you’ll do fine,” he said.
Emma bit her lip but relaxed her grip on the steering wheel. Clearly Ernest didn’t realize just how important passing her driving test was.
Emma put her foot on the gas, but just a little too hard. The minivan jumped forward and Ernest gasped audibly. 
“Oops. Sorry,” Emma said sheepishly, tossing the driving instructor an apologetic look. Her nerves were getting the best of her. She reminded herself to relax before Ernest flunked her before she even left the parking lot. Ernest motioned back to the road, then scribbled something down on his paperwork. 
Emma pressed on the gas pedal again, gentler this time, and turned onto the side street. She glanced down at the speedometer every few seconds, worried she might accidentally be going too fast. Ernest instructed her to turn left onto the next road. Emma stopped at the stop sign, counting to ten in her mind. No way she was losing points on a rolling stop. 
By the time they had circled back to the parking lot of the BMV, Emma was feeling confident in her driving abilities.
“I think I’m passing!” she thought. 
“Up ahead are the cones where you will be performing the parallel parking portion of the test. Please pull through and then back through the cones,” Ernest instructed. 
Emma swallowed hard. This was the most challenging part of the test. 
She slowly crept the minivan up to the entrance of the arranged cones. Emma used her side mirrors to make sure the back end of the van wouldn’t clip the cones as she pulled through. She stopped at the end, waiting for Ernest’s signal. He was scratching notes on his paperwork again. 
“Go ahead and back through,” he said.
Emma looked at the cones in her rearview mirror. It was hard to tell where the cones began curving in this minivan. She began backing up slowly, checking her mirrors every couple seconds. 
“I can’t see anything in this van!” she thought. It was that exact moment she felt the tire of the van clip an invisible cone on her right. 
“Sorry, that’s an automatic failure,” Ernest said, pressing his lips together and frantically writing on his paperwork. 
Emma put her head on the steering wheel and let out a sigh. Just like that, all her dreams of driving herself to the barn were up in smoke. 


      [image: ]“I’ll pick you up at 6:00 pm!” Emma’s mother said as she dropped her off at the barn.
Emma waved, then sighed audibly. 
“I should be driving myself to the barn right now,” she thought. 
She would if she hadn’t failed her driver’s test, that is. Emma decided not to let her poor mood over her failed driver’s test ruin a perfectly nice day at the barn. Lexington hung his head over the stall guard, letting out a low nicker when he saw Emma. 
Emma felt the gloom hanging over her head lift away as his big brown eyes connected with hers. Her hand met his soft coat as it ran down his neck. Horses had a special way of making her feel better, even on her worst day. 
“How is my good boy today?” she asked, pulling a mint from her pocket. The crinkling sound had Lexington’s ears zeroing in on the treat in her hand. He snatched it up and crunched it slowly. 
“I thought you were taking your driver’s test today,” a voice said behind her, making her jump. 
Emma turned around to see Luke leaning against the wooden barn wall, his arms crossed over his chest. Emma scanned his expression, looking for the meaning behind his words. 
“How did you even know my driver’s test was today?” Emma replied, defense leaking into her tone. 
“I overheard you and Maggie talking last week,” Luke said with a shrug. He casually ran his fingers through his dirty blonde hair. 
Emma’s eyes narrowed. “So, you were eavesdropping then.” 
“I wasn’t exactly eavesdropping,” Luke replied, raising an eyebrow. 
Emma shot him a look of annoyance. She wasn’t sure how to refute that. “Why are you always hanging around the barn anyway? You don’t even ride!” 
“Last time I checked, this was my dad’s barn,” Luke replied.  
Emma’s jaw stiffened. She hated that he had a point. Still, why did he feel the need to roam around when he had no interest in horses? As much as she despised Luke, she didn’t want to say anything that would cause problems for her with his father, Mr. Cromwell. After all, his father was the reason she had a horse in the first place. Without Mr. Cromwell allowing her to work off most of her horse’s board, her parents would never have been able to afford a horse. That, and she didn’t want to cause issues for Maggie, who worked as Mr. Cromwell’s trainer. 
“You’re right Luke, this is your barn,” Emma snapped back, trying to keep most of the venom out of her words. 
Luke seemed amused by this. She hated letting him win this argument, but it wasn’t worth risking her or Maggie’s jobs. 
“Did your friends get sick of you or something?” Emma added. She was glad his slew of friends weren’t here for once. Still, Luke by himself was plenty annoying. Why did he drive her so crazy?  
“They are all at practice,” he said shrugging. 
Shoot. That was a good excuse. Not that she planned to admit that to Luke. 
“Why don’t you play sports too?” Emma asked, although she wasn’t sure why. It’s not like she cared, but it seemed odd that all of his friends played sports and he didn’t. They all seemed attached at the hip any other time.  
Luke shifted his weight looking uncomfortable. Emma resisted urge to smirk at his discomfort. 
He shrugged again. “I’m just not that into them.” 
“You used to ride though, right? That is a sport you know,” Emma said. She was ready to correct Luke the second he tried to tell her it wasn’t a sport. It wasn’t the first time someone had tried to tell her riding wasn’t a sport. Emma now had an endless list of facts in her mind waiting to help her win that argument, just in case. 
“Yeah, I did,” Luke said, his gaze dropping to the ground. He kicked at a small pile of dirt in front of him. 
Emma was surprised by his reaction. Surprised, and a little disappointed she couldn’t use her slew of facts about horses being a sport on Luke. 
“Why don’t you ride anymore?” Emma pressed. She was curious now. She had been for a while, actually. 
His gaze snapped from the ground to meet Emma’s. He had a strange look on his face, but it quickly vanished and he cleared his throat. 
“That’s not really any of your business,” he said. Emma heard something strange in his tone. Sadness maybe? It didn’t really make any sense. Emma wanted to push for answers but reminded herself ticking Luke off too much could have repercussions. 
“Whatever,” Emma said, turning her attention back on her horse and away from Luke. 
She didn’t turn back around until she heard Luke’s footfalls leave the barn. 
Emma pulled Lexington out and started to tack him up, but for some reason, she was still wondering why Luke had acted strangely when she had asked about him not riding anymore.


      [image: ]Emma walked towards the locker room with one strap of her gym bag slung over her shoulder. She pushed open the door and accidentally whacked one of her classmates, Jaclyn Alcott, in the face. 
“Oh gee, I’m sorry Jac,” Emma said, inadvertently using the nickname she had for her former friend. 
“Watch where you are going, Emma,” Jaclyn said viciously. 
“Sorry,” Emma mumbled, her eyes dropping to the ground. Of all the people she could have taken out with a door it had to be Jaclyn. It seemed odd they had been close friends once. If Jaclyn passed her in the hallway now, she didn’t even acknowledge Emma existed. It had been hard for Emma to accept that she and Jac were no longer friends at first, especially because besides Kaylin, Jaclyn used to be the only other friend who got the horse crazy thing.
Jaclyn glared at Emma until she passed by her, flipping her hair behind her shoulders as she sauntered down the hall. Emma groaned, opened the door the rest of the way and walked into the locker room. She tossed her bag on the ground and slumped onto the bench. 
Melissa walked in a few minutes later and raised an eyebrow when she saw Emma with her palms on her cheeks. 
“What’s wrong?” Melissa asked. 
“I just embarrassed myself in front of Jaclyn Alcott,” Emma replied, her hands still covering her face.
Melissa gasped and slid next to Emma on the bench. “No way! How? I mean, it couldn’t have been that bad.” 
“I smacked her in the face with the locker room door,” Emma said, peeking through her hands to watch Melissa’s reaction. 
Melissa cringed. “Ouch. Yeah she’s going to tell literally everyone at school about that one.” 
“I know!” Emma groaned. “How were we ever friends with her?” 
“I mean, she wasn’t so bad freshman and sophomore year. You know as well as I do that football boyfriend of hers was her downfall. Just like that, she was suddenly popular and had no time for people like us,” Melissa said, rolling her eyes. 
“This is exactly why boys are a waste of time,” Emma thought. If a guy could turn Jaclyn into the rude, selfish person she had become, then Emma wanted nothing to do with them. She decided not to say it out loud for Melissa’s sake. After all, Johnny was a nice enough boy, and he seemed to make Melissa happy. 
“She won’t be telling people just at school,” Emma said breathlessly, suddenly realizing it wasn’t the only place Jaclyn would surely be trash talking her. 
Melissa’s eyes widened. “What?” 
“I have a show jumping competition in a week, and I know Jaclyn will be there. It’s one she definitely wouldn’t miss.” Emma groaned again at the thought of Jaclyn running her mouth about Emma to anyone that would listen at the horse show.
Melissa shook her head. “Want me and Kaylin to come for moral support?" she asked.
“Yes! That would make it less painful,” Emma replied. 
“Good. I’m sure Kaylin was planning to go anyway. She can drive us since she has her driver’s…,” Melissa paused. “Oops. Sorry Em, I didn’t mean to rub it in,” Melissa added quickly, biting her bottom lip.  
“It’s ok, I know you didn’t,” Emma said, resting her hand on Melissa’s shoulder. 
“Did you reschedule your driving test again?” Melissa asked. 
“Not yet. I think this time I’m going to wait until my dad’s car is available.” 
There was no way she was going to attempt to back through cones in a minivan a second time. 
Melissa offered a weak smile, still clearly feeling bad for Emma. 
Emma smiled back at Melissa, and then thought of something to change the subject so her friend wouldn’t feel guilty anymore. 
“Did you bring your permission slip back for that class trip in two weeks?” Emma asked.
“I sure did! I’m so excited to go to Gibraltar Island. What about you?” Melissa asked.
“Me too! Spending two days with you and Kaylin away from school is always a good time,” Emma replied. 
Hopefully by then the drama between her and Jaclyn would be long forgotten. Emma tried not to think about being trapped on a six mile island in Lake Erie with Jaclyn still trying to make her life miserable.






  
  Chapter three

Emma took a deep breath and let it out slowly as she slid the saddle onto Lexington’s back. Horse show nerves were in full swing now. It didn’t matter how many times she showed, the nerves always seemed to find her. Lexington lipped at her pockets in search of treats, making Emma giggle. 
“Sorry bud, you ate them all,” Emma said, chuckling. 
The announcer’s voice echoed through the show barn, announcing her division was next. Butterflies in her stomach did backflips after the announcement. Emma tightened the girth and slid the bridle over the gelding’s ears.
“Here goes nothing,” she whispered, putting her helmet on her head and buckling the strap. Emma had managed to avoid Jaclyn and her friends when she checked in at the show office, and if she was lucky, maybe she could avoid seeing her the rest of the day. Or at the very least until she was done showing. 
Emma led Lexington towards the mounting block that was just outside the show barn and swung her leg over the gelding’s back. Maggie was already standing next to a jump in the warm-up ring waiting for her to arrive. 
Emma waved to Maggie and asked Lexington to trot around the ring. After warming up sufficiently at the trot, Emma asked her horse to canter. Lexington cantered at a forward pace, and at seventeen hands, his large, open stride ate up the ground beneath them. 
Lexington was the type of horse that Emma could always count on to be there when she needed him. He jumped bravely and put up with her silly antics when she wanted to gallop and jump around bareback. Maggie joked and called Lexington her babysitter. After all, Emma did get Lexington when she was only thirteen. After three years together, Emma and Lexington were a like a well-oiled machine when it came to jump courses. 
A well-oiled machine that was about to be put to the test. Emma gasped, her jaw dropping as she witnessed Jaclyn Alcott and her horse enter the warm-up ring. 
“No!” she thought. Why was Jaclyn in her division anyway? She had recently moved up a level. There was only one reason Jaclyn was entering her division today: to humiliate Emma. 
Jaclyn’s horse was a Warmblood with impeccable breeding. Her gelding came from a long line of incredibly talented jumpers. That talent had been passed down to her horse, Artemis. 
Emma shuddered. Jaclyn’s horse had to be one of the nicest horses, if not the nicest, at the show today. And Jaclyn knew it. 
Jaclyn looked directly over at Emma, who had just asked Lexington to walk so she could catch her breath before taking the warm-up jumps. Emma’s heart hammered in her chest as she thought about warming up in front of Jaclyn. 
“Emma!” Maggie was waving over at her again. Other trainers were lining up next to the jump, waiting to have their own riders take it after Emma. It was now or never. 
Emma took in a slow breath as she asked Lexington to canter forward. He jumped into the canter awkwardly, sensing his rider’s tension. Emma tried to relax her body, remembering how Maggie always told her horses pick up on your emotions. 
“Sorry, Lex,” she murmured to her horse as she did a twenty-meter circle in front of the warm-up jump. She swallowed hard, feeling like every eye was on her. Jaclyn was halted at the other end of the warm-up ring staring directly at her still. Wasn’t she supposed to be warming up too? Or be doing anything else besides staring at Emma? 
There was no use stalling anymore. Jaclyn would probably have sat there staring at her if she did a hundred twenty meter circles. Emma put her leg on and pointed Lexington toward the cross rail in the center of ring. His ears pricked as he locked onto the jump. He took a studder step before the jump, chipping in before he jumped it awkwardly. 
“Sorry,” she apologized under her breath. Emma knew she should have added more leg before the jump. Her cheeks flushed red and she didn’t dare look over at Jaclyn. Jaclyn’s expression had surely turned smug. 
“Come again, Emma! Keep him forward!” Maggie called out, setting the jump up to a vertical now. 
Emma focused on the jump ahead of her and the horse under her. She pretended not to see Jaclyn who was still perfectly situated so that she was all Emma could see as she came into the fence. 
“Focus!” she thought, her gaze drifting from Jaclyn to the announcer’s booth in the distance instead. 
Emma sent her horse forward, feeling the rhythm of his stride until he left the ground and they soared over the jump. 
“Good, Emma, take it the other way and let’s be done,” Maggie instructed. 
Emma circled her horse, feeling more confident now. Lexington jumped the now raised vertical again with ease. A smile stretched over her face, and she dared to turn back towards Jaclyn now. 
But Jaclyn was cantering her horse around the warm-up ring, completely ignoring Emma. 
“Figures,” Emma mumbled to herself. 
Walking her horse over to the main ring where she would be competing, Emma spotted Kaylin and Melissa leaning against the fence that surrounded the arena. 
“Hey!” Emma called out to her friends who waved back and walked over to her. 
“How was your warm-up?” Kaylin asked, patting Lexington’s neck. 
“Well, it was fine other than Jaclyn death glaring me ninety percent of the time,” Emma said. 
“Is she seriously starting trouble already? Just ignore her,” Melissa replied, making a snorting sound in disgust. 
“I’ll try, but for whatever reason, she decided to enter my division.” 
“Didn’t she move up a level?” Kaylin asked, wide-eyed.
“She did, but apparently she is bent on proving she is better than me in every way today,” Emma replied, rolling her eyes and blowing out a breath. 
“Try not to let her get to you,” Kaylin said, shooting Emma a sympathetic look.
That, unfortunately, was easier said than done. Did she and Lexington even have a chance again Jaclyn and Artemis? 
Emma stood next to her friends and chatted with them until it was time to head to the in-gate. For a moment, Emma was able get her mind off her impending rounds and Jaclyn. But the moment the announcer’s voice stated they were beginning her division, her nerves came rushing back. 
Emma clucked to Lexington and walked him towards the entry gate. As the first rider exited the arena, the announcer’s voice rang out again. “Next in the ring is Jaclyn Alcott riding Artemis,” he said.
Emma’s heart sank. 
“Great, now I have to ride directly after Jaclyn,” she thought. 
Jaclyn asked for the canter and Artemis stepped into a perfectly balanced, on-course pace. Emma fought the urge to roll her eyes knowing that would be bad sportsmanship. She typically encouraged and cheered on the other riders in her division but cheering for Jaclyn felt impossible. The best she could do was not let her face show the internal conflict she felt. And that conflict consisted of secretly hoping Artemis took a rail. Even if she knew it was wrong to wish that on anyone, including Jaclyn.
They had managed to make it around most of course now with a flawless round. No rails down and one glance at the timeclock let Emma know they were making good time in this power and speed jumper class. 
She held her breath watching the pair land off the jump. “A clean round with a time of thirty point two seconds, putting this pair in the lead,” the announcer said. 
Maggie walked over to Emma from where she had been watching the round from the ring’s fence line.
“You ready?” Maggie asked. 
Emma gulped and nodded reluctantly. Lexington knew his job, she just needed to push Jaclyn from her mind and focus on her course. 
She asked Lexington to go forward and through the in-gate into the arena. 
“I can do this,” Emma thought, trotting a circle as she waited for the buzzer. 
But then, her eye caught a familiar face standing next to the in-gate and Jaclyn’s horse. It was Luke Cromwell.
Emma felt her face go pale as she saw Luke chatting with Jaclyn’s boyfriend, Chad. She knew they were friends, but why was he here? 
“Emma! Go!” Kaylin’s voice broke her train of thought. The buzzer had sounded and Emma was sitting there with her jaw slacked open. She slammed it shut and shortened her reins. 
She asked Lexington for the canter and headed towards the first jump. He sailed over it with ease and jumped the next fence in the line just as easily. Emma tried to focus, but her mind kept drifting back to the in-gate. She just knew they were all staring at her, waiting for her to do something wrong. 
It's funny how when you are so focused on doing something wrong, that that is exactly what you end up doing. Emma would later look back and wonder that if she had kept her focus, if things would have played out differently. 
Emma cantered toward the blue striped jump ahead of her, clearing it with room to spare. But it was the moment she landed that she realized she didn’t know where she was going next. It suddenly dawned on her that the reason she didn’t know where to go next was because she had jumped the wrong jump. 
“Rider off course. You are excused,” the announcer said. Emma pulled Lexington to a walk and headed towards the gate. Heat flared in her cheeks as she waited for the gate to open in front of her. She didn’t dare let her gaze fall on Luke, Jaclyn, and their friends, but she could hear the snickering from their direction anyway. Emma fought the tears welling in her eyes. Crying in front of them would only give them more ammo. 
Emma beelined back to the show barn without saying a word to anyone. 
She was mortified.


      [image: ]Emma was excited for this class trip to Gibraltar Island. That is, until she topped off her original embarrassment of hitting Jaclyn with the locker room door with forgetting her course at the horse show. Emma had given Jaclyn the exact tools she needed to potentially make the next few days for Emma completely miserable.  
Hanging out on a six-mile island with all of your classmates should be fun. Unless of course, you’re on Jaclyn’s hit list. 
The ferry that went from the Ohio mainland to the tiny island cut across the blue-green lake water. Emma watched as the reflecting sun’s rays bounced off the water, remembering how her parents had taken her to several of the Lake Erie islands before. She always found herself forgetting she was still technically in her home state when she was here. It was like a tiny slice of northern paradise in the warmer months.
Jagged rock cliff formations could be seen around the edge of the island with greenery hanging over the sides of the cliffs as the ferry got closer to the island. Emma closed her eyes and smelled the lake water breeze coming off the side of the ferry. She promised herself not to let Jaclyn and her crew get to her while she was here. After all, it wasn’t every day she got to have an island sleepover during school hours with her best friends. 
“We’re here!” Melissa squealed as the ferry began docking. A large, 1900’s looking tan brick building covered in windows could be seen across from the dock. The rest of the island was hidden behind trees and plant life that lined the island’s cliffs. 
The students grabbed their gear and headed off the boat and onto the dock. 
“This place is so cool!” Kaylin said, turning her head to take in the view. Students chatted in small groups excitedly around them.
“Ok everyone, we are going to have you drop your things off at your respective houses and we will meet back here at Stone Lab in twenty minutes!” their science teacher said, pointing to the tan brick building near the docks. “Ladies, you are in Harborview house at this end of the island,” he said, pointing to the east side of the island. “And gentlemen, you’re in Barney cottage across the island parallel to Harborview,” the teacher said, pointing out the direction of the boys’ housing. Students began running or jogging towards their respective houses before the teacher had finished his sentence completely. 
“Twenty minutes!” the teacher’s voice said again behind them. 
Emma, Melissa, and Kaylin were already running full speed towards the Harborview house. “We are going to get the good beds for sure!” Melissa said breathlessly as they ran, peering behind her briefly to make sure they were far enough ahead to beat out most of the other girls. 
Emma watched as trees and stunning glimpses of the cliff’s drop-offs came in and out of view as they ran. She had to admit, this place was even more beautiful than she’d expected. Other than the few houses and the laboratory, the island still remained in its natural state, which was much different than the more populated islands on Lake Erie.  
Only two other girls made it into the bunk house before they did. Melissa began checking out the house, looking for the perfect bed locations. 
“Over here!” Melissa called out from the other room. Emma and Kaylin powerwalked towards Melissa’s voice. “In the corner, semi-private and near the windows,” Melissa said proudly, motioning to the three beds she had claimed. 
“Good choice,” Kaylin agreed. 
The three girls claimed their beds with their bags and then headed back outside. The house had started to get cramped with the other girls coming in to put their things away. They walked outside, staying close to the cliff’s edge towards the docks. 
“Oh look, a fire pit!” Melissa pointed out. It was directly on the water with wooden chairs around it. 
“And a volleyball court!” Kaylin added as they continued down the path leading back to Stone Lab. Kaylin’s parents were the school’s volleyball coaches, so naturally she was on the team. Emma was sure she and Melissa would be forced to play later that evening whether they liked it or not. 
They arrived back at the docks and the tan brick building with a few minutes to spare. Emma walked through the doors of the largest classroom in the lab and took their seats. She was glad that so far, she hadn’t run into Jaclyn. But Emma knew it was only a matter of time. 
“Welcome to Gibraltar Island, everyone!” one of Stone Lab’s staff members said as the last of the students took their seats. The staff member told them the story of how the island came to be, and how it was now a private island used only for science research and teaching. 
Emma found herself zoning out after the interesting stuff about the island was over and the actual learning began. She craned her head around slowly, and as nonchalantly as she could manage, until she caught sight of Jaclyn and her friends sitting in the last row of the classroom. 
“Figures,” she thought. She was glad they had chosen seats in the second row now. Kaylin had insisted they sit close since she actually enjoyed science. Emma loved nature and ecology, but some of the technical science type things reminded her of math, which of course, she was not so fond of. 
For the next several hours, they learned about all kinds of things that were tied to the lake and the island. Emma found some of them to be more interesting than she’d expected. Still, she was glad when the learning was over and the evening free time began. 
“Alright everyone, dinner is ready in the dining hall. After that, you can enjoy the island for the rest of the evening,” the teacher said. Some of the students began dispersing in the direction of the dining hall. “Curfew is 9:00 pm!” the teacher called after them. Poor Mr. Moore. Emma was sure he would have his work cut out for him the next few days. 
Kaylin put her hands on her hips and shot Melissa and Emma a look. “We are going to play volleyball after dinner, right?” 
Melissa and Emma exchanged looks. “Of course Kay, we figured you would want to play,” Melissa said, saying what Emma was already thinking. They headed to the dining hall and waited in the line of other students to get their buffet style dinner. That’s when Emma saw Jaclyn, her boyfriend, Chad, and their friends ahead of them in line. 
“Of course,” Emma mumbled under her breath, sliding further behind the student in front of her. If she was lucky, maybe Jaclyn wouldn’t spot her. Emma knew Jaclyn would find a way to publicly embarrass her, and so far, she had simply gotten lucky. 
Melissa peered around the students in front of them until she caught sight of what had Emma so upset. 
“Jaclyn,” Melissa mouthed silently to Kaylin, who nodded, wide-eyed, shooting Emma a sympathetic look. 
“Maybe she won’t pull anything this time? I mean, maybe she will be distracted by all the fun tonight?” Kaylin whispered, half shrugging. 
Sweet Kaylin. Always thinking the best of people. A trait Emma typically had as well, but when it came to Jaclyn, she knew better. Emma shot Kaylin a look that said she wasn’t convinced. 
“Remember what Jaclyn did the end of sophomore year?” Emma said. The incident sophomore year was the reason Jaclyn had officially crossed the line from former friend to enemy. Emma remembered standing by her locker, looking for a book for her next class when she felt a tugging on the back of her head. Reaching back to touch her hair, she had frozen the moment her fingers grazed the sticky piece of gum Jaclyn had lodged there.
Kaylin crinkled up her nose at the memory, and Kaylin’s gaze dropped to the ground a moment. “Yeah, I remember.”
“It was awful. Your mom had to cut a huge chunk of your hair out,” Melissa said to Emma, frowning.
Emma placed her hand on Kaylin’s shoulder. “Trust me, I wish it wasn’t like this either, but Jaclyn has proven she capable of just about anything.” 
They were next in line to get their dinner now. Emma watched as Jaclyn and her friends finished piling food on their plates and then walked towards the tables in the far corner of the room near the windows. 
“Well, at least I know where not to sit now,” she thought. 
Emma and her friends thanked the people serving the food and then headed to the opposite end of the dining hall. Emma tried to brush the bitter memories of Jaclyn from her mind and focus on her conversation with her friends. 
“So I have been keeping a secret,” Kaylin said, a grin stretched across her face. She seemed to be bursting at the seams.
“Spill!” Melissa said, leaning over the table. Emma leaned in too, waiting for Kaylin to speak again. 
“I’m officially leasing a horse as of two days ago! I thought this trip would be a fun time to tell you guys,” Kaylin said, beaming still. 
“Kay! That’s amazing news! I’m so happy for you,” Emma gushed. She knew this was something Kaylin had wanted for a very long time. Emma understood what it was like to want a horse of your own so badly, and leasing one was the next best thing. 
“I bet you are over the moon excited,” Melissa chimed in, smiling warmly at Kaylin. 
“I am,” Kaylin said, her gaze meeting Melissa’s, then Emma’s.
“Tell me everything!” Emma pressed. Kaylin went on and on about the chestnut Quarter Horse mare, Winnie, she was now leasing. The girls made plans to visit Kaylin’s barn and meet Winnie in the near future. 
“Let’s get to the volleyball court before it gets too crowded,” Kaylin said, picking up her empty plate. Melissa and Emma exchanged a look and laughed at Kaylin’s determination but picked up their plates and followed behind her anyway. Kaylin led the way out of the dining hall and across the grassy lawn towards the volleyball court. 
A good sized group of their classmates were already gathering in the sand on either side of the net. Kaylin walked over to greet a couple of the girls who were on her volleyball team, and Melissa and Emma followed behind her. 
A sudden feeling like someone punched her in the gut washed over Emma. Jaclyn, her friends, and Luke Cromwell stood in a group on the other side of the net from where Emma, Kaylin, and Melissa stood.
“Great,” Emma mumbled. She had hoped Jaclyn would think she was too good for sand volleyball, but apparently Emma wasn’t going to be that lucky. The icing on this cake of misery was that Luke appeared to be planning to play as well.  
“Let’s do boys against girls!” someone yelled out. Several other students called out in agreement. 
“I like that idea!” Kaylin yelled out too, shooting an excited look at the girls from her volleyball team. Emma knew Kaylin meant well, but what her friend didn’t know was that girls against boys meant she would have to be on the same team as Jaclyn. And what’s more, in close proximity to her. 
Perhaps Kaylin hadn’t even noticed Jaclyn and her friends on the other side of the net. After all, she had been deep in conversation with her volleyball teammates. But, it was too late now. The boys were starting to move towards the opposite end of the court and the girls on the other side of the net were headed towards them, including Jaclyn. A smirk crossed Jaclyn’s face when she spotted Emma.
Emma wished she could crawl under a rock, but Kaylin was already tugging at her arm and moving her into position on the court. 
“This will be fu…,” Kaylin cut herself off, now seeing Jaclyn duck under the net as she walked towards them. “Oops, sorry Em,” Kaylin said, tossing Emma a sympathetic look. 
What Emma didn’t understand was, why her? Melissa and Kaylin were Jaclyn’s friends too, but for some reason, she only had it out for Emma. Emma remembered racking her brain for anything she could have possibly done to cause Jaclyn to behave like this towards her. But to this day, she still had no idea why Jaclyn had made it her mission to make her miserable any chance she got. 
Jaclyn stood only one person between Emma, Melissa, and Kaylin. 
“Purposely, of course,” Emma thought.
Luke stood directly in front of Emma on the other side of the volleyball net. Was he in on this too? 
Emma swallowed hard; she just had to make it through one round of volleyball. Maybe after that she could pretend she twisted her ankle or something. But if she did, surely Jaclyn would be calling her a quitter or something just as vile. 
Emma hoped all those times Kaylin made Emma and Melissa practice with her would pay off. Did Jaclyn even know how to play volleyball? Emma racked her brain for any information Jaclyn may have told her while they were still friends but came up with nothing. Maybe that was a good thing. Maybe that meant Emma just might have the upper hand this time…
“Serving!” the boy across the net said, pulling her from her thoughts as he launched the volleyball across the net directly towards Emma.
“Got it!” Kaylin called out, practically diving in front of Emma, sending the ball back over the net. 
“Pay attention!” Emma’s brain screamed. Embarrassing herself in front of Jaclyn, Luke, and half her class wouldn’t help her situation. The volleyball went back and forth over the net several more times before it came Emma’s way again. 
“Yours, Em!” Kaylin’s voice said behind her. 
Emma crouched down, getting under the ball like she had been taught and sent the ball back over the net. A smile tugged at the corners of her lips. Maybe she would make it through this game with minimal embarrassment after all. 
One of Kaylin’s teammates served the ball and aced it on the first try, tying up the game. 
“Looks like we are going to beat those boys!” Kaylin whispered to Emma and Melissa, a devious smile on her face. 
It was the boys’ serve this time, and the ball came flying over the net towards Emma once again. Emma took two steps forward anticipating where the ball was going to land. But suddenly, she felt her feet come out from under her and found herself falling face first into the sand. What had she tripped over? There had been nothing in her way! 
Then, it hit her; it was Jaclyn. She had been standing incredibly close right before Emma starting walking towards the ball. Had she really tripped her own teammate just to embarrass Emma?
Loud laughter from the boys’ side of the net and a few of the girls, presumably Jaclyn and her friends, echoed through the air as Emma peeled herself off the ground. Dusting sand off her body, she felt her cheeks flush red. 
“Looks like volleyball isn’t the only thing you aren’t coordinated enough to do,” Jaclyn chided. 
“What is that supposed to mean?” Emma said, her face scrunching up as she felt heat creep up her neck. 
“Oh nothing, just that all sports seem to not be your thing,” Jaclyn added, a venomous look was in her eyes. It was obvious to Emma what she was referring to: the horse show. 
Emma felt her jaw drop but slammed it shut. A hundred mean things she could say to Jaclyn entered her mind. She opened her mouth, ready to tell Jaclyn exactly what she was thinking but stopped herself at the last moment. Emma wasn’t Jaclyn, and behaving like her would only mean she was stooping to her level.
Emma said nothing but turned and began walking off the volleyball court. 
“Seriously, Jaclyn?” a boy’s voice reprimanded her from the other side of the net said. It sounded a lot like Luke’s. Why would Luke defend her against Jaclyn? He was friends with Jaclyn’s boyfriend, Chad, after all. Emma shot a quick glance to the other said of the net and saw Luke shaking his head, looking in Jaclyn’s direction. Emma tried not to read too much into it as she grabbed her shoes from the side of the court and headed away from the volleyball net. 
“Wait up!” Melissa’s voice said behind her. She heard two sets of footfalls on the grass behind her but didn’t stop walking until she was far enough away from the volleyball court that she couldn’t see or hear anything else Jaclyn was surely saying. 
Emma stood by the edge of one of the island’s cliffs. The only sound she could hear was the waves crashing against the rocks below. She took a deep breath, letting it out slowly and turned around to face her friends. “Kaylin, go back to the volleyball court. I know how badly you wanted to play. I’ll be fine,” Emma said, forcing a smile. 
“But Em...,” Kaylin began. 
“I’ll stay with her, but Emma’s right, you’ve been looking forward to this all day. Go show Jaclyn what a real volleyball player looks like,” Melissa added with a wink.
“Are you sure?” Kaylin asked, still looking like she felt bad for doing so. 
“Go!” Emma said, playfully pushing Kaylin towards the volleyball court, smiling broader to reassure her.
“Ok, I’ll come find you guys after the game,” Kaylin said, taking a few reluctant steps away from her friends.
“See you!” Melissa said, looping her arm through Emma’s as she led her the opposite direction. 
“What is wrong with that girl?” Melissa said, shaking her head as they walked along the jagged cliffs. “I’m sorry Jaclyn did that to you,” Melissa added, offering a sympathetic smile. 
“It’s ok, I’m used to it by now,” Emma said, rolling her eyes. 
Would this feud between them ever end?






  
  Chapter four

Melissa squealed as the marshmallow at the end of her stick caught on fire. Emma laughed, watching as Melissa struggled to blow the flame out of her now scorched marshmallow. 
“There goes another one,” Melissa said, tossing it into her mouth anyway and opening the marshmallow bag to get a new one.
“Maybe you should try keeping them further away from the flames this time?” Emma suggested, chuckling under her breath.
“But I like them a little extra toasted,” Melissa replied with a shrug, popping the new marshmallow onto her stick. 
“I wouldn’t say burnt to a crisp is a little extra toasted. At this rate, you’re never going to make a full s’more,” Emma said, laughing.
Melissa shrugged. “The best part of the s’more is the marshmallows anyway.” 
Melissa put her marshmallow dangerously close to the flames once more. The fire flickered in the pit in front of them, and the light from the flames made the water beside them glisten. In Emma’s opinion, it was the prettiest spot on the island at night.
It had been a lovely rest of the evening despite how it started. Melissa and Emma ran into Mr. Moore shortly after the volleyball court incident, and he offered them s’more supplies and said he was setting up a fire. Emma remembered the firepit that sat at the water’s edge and figured it would be a good place to hide out and enjoy the rest of the night on the island. 
A few other classmates joined them, and luckily for Emma, none of them were Jaclyn or her friends. Kaylin was still playing volleyball and Emma was glad the incident hadn’t kept Kaylin from enjoying herself. 
“I’m going to find the restroom,” Emma said, standing up and stretching. She walked up the rocky path towards steps that led up to the top of the cliff and squinted her eyes in the darkness. Crickets chirped as she walked along in the dim light of the full moon. Finally, a lamp post next to the bathrooms could be seen in the distance.  
“Emma?” a male voice said, and footfalls could be heard to her left.
Emma paused, recognizing the voice. “Luke?” 
“Yeah, it’s me,” he said, stepping into the low light. 
Emma tilted her head, surprised he was even talking to her. She peered around him just to be safe. None of his buddies were nearby. Emma racked her brain for the last time she saw Luke without his friends at his heels. She was pretty sure the answer was never. 
“I hope you’re ok. Sorry about earlier…,” he began, his gaze dropping to the ground. He looked like he meant it. 
“I’m fine. But thanks anyway,” Emma replied, her words ringing with surprise. Why he was apologizing to her about anything was strange enough…let alone on Jaclyn’s behalf. 
Luke looked back up, meeting her gaze. He opened his mouth like he was
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