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SUCCESS IS THE ABILITY to go from one failure to another with no loss of enthusiasm...  Winston Churchill

A whirlwind forbidden romance rocks Whitney’s world during her first semester of graduate school. But it ends almost as quickly as it begins, and after a month away from campus, Whitney returns to Garlington University with one goal in mind—get over Professor Rhys Ellis. 

That’s easier said than done, especially after the two of them are thrust into an even more complicated situation and forced to work together more closely than ever before. 

Tensions are high, and someone is out to get Whitney and tear down her reputation no matter the cost. 
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Whitney

––––––––
[image: ]


CHRISTMAS WAS ALWAYS my favorite holiday. I loved the lights, the snow, the warm, fuzzy feeling of sipping hot chocolate and watching a cheesy rom-com with a fire blazing the hearth in the background. 

It also really sucked once I got old enough to see the holiday as what my mother thought it was—a chance to pull out all the stops to flaunt our wealth and status among her inner circle. I’d spent the last four Christmases dressed in designer gowns and sipping champagne in our Hamptons mansion, where the only decorations my mother would allow were white. White lights. White trees. White tinsel and candles. The entire house was a shrine to the glitz and glamour she was known for. 

There hadn’t been room for warm or fuzzy in her glistening palace. 

But at Jessica Lowry’s suburban New Jersey home, the complete opposite had been true. 

I smiled to myself as I lifted my excessively heavy suitcase onto my bed, ignoring the strain in my arms and lower back. I’d just returned to my apartment in the graduate dorm building after almost four weeks visiting Jessica and her family in Jersey for the holidays, and my suitcase was full of reminders of weeks spend in that loving but loud house with all of her family...and extended family. Christmas was a whole affair for her half Italian, half Irish household. 

Every day had been a new adventure. Jessica’s mom woke us up with breakfast every morning, and her dad took us out to explore the neighborhoods at night, hunting for the streets for the best lights. We drove up to New York City to see the tree at Rockefeller Plaza—twice—and explored the city with snowflakes stuck to our eyelashes and bellies full of pizza and wine. And every night, when I fell asleep on the trundle bed in Jessica’s room, which she’d had since the third grade, I felt like a kid again. Everything was magical. Everything was soft and safe. Everything felt like it was just as it should be. 

But there was still an ache in my chest like someone had carved a hole through my heart, and I didn’t know how to heal from a wound like that. 

Coming back to Gatlington only made that wound fester and throb. 

I unzipped my suitcase, trying to distract myself with the myriad of little gifts Jessica’s parents had sent me back to campus with. A handknit sweater from Jessica’s Nonna. Several plastic bags full of taffy and candy canes. Several books, all steamy fiction novels about the mafia from one of Jessica’s aunts, which had elicited a riotous conversation and eventually, a page-by-page reading done by one her uncles, who I was about eighty percent sure might have actually been in the mafia at some point in time, if not currently. 

Each gift, however small, had meaning. Each gift had been hand selected for me with love. Last year, my mother had presented me with a pair of diamond earrings, blissfully unaware that her assistant had picked out the exact same pair the prior Christmas. 

I pulled out the handknit sweater, hugging it to my chest, and felt lonelier than ever. 

The exposed stone walls and ancient, likely lead-laden windows of the apartment building felt like it was closing in on me all of a sudden. My eyes prickled with the tears I’d refused to shed all winter break. 

I’d been dreading coming back for the first time since I ever set foot on campus, all because of Rhys. 

“You haven’t even been back for a full day, and you’re already a blubbering mess,” I told myself, putting the sweater down on my comforter and dabbing at my eyes. I sniffed, blinking several times to clear my vision, and willed myself to be numb. Just numb. No tears, no sadness, and most definitely no heartache. I didn’t have time for any of that right now, not when in a few short months, I’d graduate with my Master in Fine Arts degree. 

Not sociology. Rhys wouldn’t be in my way, and I wouldn’t be in his. 

We wouldn’t cross paths. 

At least, I hoped. 

Jessica and I had talked about the situation in length late at night while she slept barely a foot away. While what I did—pursuing my professor—was wrong, Rhys did toy with me in turn. Asking me to meet him at the airport before he left from England, and then reiterating that we couldn’t, in fact, do this, felt more like he was rubbing the pain in my face than trying to give us closure. 

I was mad at him. Rightfully so, in my opinion. He’d texted me once, a day before Christmas Eve, sounding barely coherent, like he’d been drinking heavily before sending it. I hadn’t texted back, even though my heart leapt into my chest the second his name flashed across my screen. 

Having an ocean between us had forced me to try to forget about him, to move on, to think of something other than him, like jam-packed spring semester and applying to doctorate programs. But now that I was back on campus, everything I saw was a glaring reminder of him. 

A single knock sounded on my door before Jessica waltzed in. “Hey, checked your email yet?”

“No, why?” 

Jessica walked around the little studio with her hands tucked in the pockets of her jeans before leaning her weight against the kitchenette counter. “We have an event tonight, and it’s mandatory.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “What do you mean, mandatory? I thought you weren’t into the party scene, and that’s all that’s going on tonight, I assure you.” I was right. It was the Friday before the start of term, and the campus was flooded with returning students from the break of dawn to the early evening when the parties and socials blared music and chaos all over campus. 

“Check your email!” Jessica rolled her eyes to the laptop sitting idle on my desk, wintery sunlight dusting over the screen. 

I chewed my lip for a moment, wondering if this had something to do with Bill and his book clubs and card nights, which I would straight-up refuse to go to if invited. I had nothing against Bill. I liked the guy, and I liked him for Jessica. He’d visited for Christmas, and it was obvious he was head over heels for her. 

But he was friends with Rhys, which meant I had no business hanging around his bookshop. 

I rounded the bed and tapped on the keyboard. “What’s going on, exactly?”

“There’s a new student advisor for some of the graduate programs,” she breathed, crossing her arms over her chest. “Apparently she planned a little shindig for tonight but failed to notify any of us graduate students until a meager three hours before we’re supposed to be there.”

I arched my brow, glancing from my screen to Jessica. 

She shrugged. “She’s new and must think we just sit around twiddling our thumbs all day. It’s not like we have copious amounts of research to be doing for our thesis papers or anything.”

I bit down on a laugh as I pulled up my email and found exactly what Jessica was referencing. 

Hello!

Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Cassandra Martins, and I will be your new student advisor for the remainder of your graduate studies here at the prestigious Gatlington University. I am deeply honored to be taking over this coveted position in the wake of Mrs. Roache’s unfortunate waterskiing accident during her vacation over Christmas break, but I assure you your academic future is in good hands! 

Tonight, a special social will be held in your honor. It will be a time to mingle, meet and greet with other students and professors, and start what will be, for some of you, your final semester in your graduate programs. I look forward to seeing each of your smiling faces at five o’clock sharp in Carver Hall!

Sincerely,

Cassandra Martins :)

“There’s a little smiley face in her email signature,” I mused, tilting my head. 

Jessica snorted with laughter from her perch across the room. “See? Told you.”

“Well, I guess you’re right.” I straightened up and closed my laptop, blowing out my breath in a whoosh. “Let’s skip it.”

“And do what?”

“Literally anything else.” 

Jessica gave me a knowing look. “You’re going to have to see him eventually.”

“But it doesn’t have to be tonight.”

“Whitney,” she sighed, shaking her head. “It’ll feel good to get it over with. Plus, this Cassandra lady is the one doing your TA assignment, and you’ve been stressing over that for like, a week—”

“Fine, I’ll go,” I cut in, throwing my hands in the air. “But I’m not going to talk to Rhys.”

She grinned, rolling her lower lip between her teeth. “Great, because I am not going alone. I mostly just want to confirm this Cassandra Martins is as sweet as her email makes her seem.”

“It’s always the admin with the nicest emails that are the most ruthless in real life,” I mused as I walked to my closet to go through my dresses, pulling out a business casual Gucci pant suit. “I’ll see you in an hour, then.”

***
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CASSANDA MARTINS BEAMED at me as she looked me up and down. Her bright hazel eyes were fanned by dark lashes, and her makeup was exquisitely applied, in my opinion. Young, in her early thirties, with bleach-blond hair and a slim figure, she wasn’t at all what I imaged she’d be compared to the typical admin in their tweed and bulky sweaters. 

“Gucci, fall 2018?” she asked, eyeing my outfit with marked appreciation. “I heard you were the It Girl on campus, and you haven’t disappointed me at all.”

“Thanks.” I smiled, meaning it. I immediately liked her. 

She’d found me only a minute after I stepped into Carver Hall, which housed all of the administration offices and several large gathering areas like the one we stood in now. She knew who I was, apparently, just by a glance. 

“I’m so glad you could make it on such short notice,” she said, roping her arm around mine. “I was just about to send you an email about your TA position.”

“I’ve been wondering about that.”

“It took a minute to get it all hashed out. Lots of professors wanted you, but I found someone who needed you—your skill, your expertise, your background in wrangling large groups of people.” She grinned at me as she started to guide me through the crowd toward the far side of the room. “You were sorority president, were you not?”

“I was.”

“Great, see? This professor needs someone like you taking charge so he can focus on other things. Plus, your undergrad aligns with the classes he’s teaching this year.”

My undergrad? Sociology?

That could only mean one thing.

The red and gold floral wallpaper started to close in on me as I glanced down at Cassandra, who was still tugging me alone beside her. 

“I’m a fine arts major now. I switched my major—”

“Professor Ellis!” she shouted loud enough that several small groups turned to look at us. 

My stomach knotted, my throat tightening painfully. No, no, no, no—

Rhys, who had been standing in a group with several other professors and students, turned his head at the sound of his name. The casual smile touching his lips fell the second he laid eyes on me. 

I felt like someone was twisting a knife through my heart. 

“What luck she decided to come tonight!” Cassandra beamed, totally oblivious to my body going absolutely rigid beside her. “This is the TA you inquired about in your rather terse email this morning.” She gave him a mocking arch of her brow. “See, I told you I’d deliver, didn’t I? Meet Whitney Dahl—”

“We’ve met,” he said, and I felt the ice in his voice as he looked from Cassandra to me. “There must be some mistake.”
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Rhys

––––––––
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“YOU DON’T KNOW ME WELL yet,” Cassandra Martins argued, batting her eyelashes at me, “but you’ll find I don’t make mistakes, Professor—or is it Dr. Ellis?”

I forced myself not to look at Whitney as I replied, “Both, technically.”

“Well, Dr. Ellis”—Cassandra grinned, her eyes lighting on mine—“I assure you this is the exactly the kind of TA you need for your undergrade classes. Whitney is perfectly capable of handling your Sociology 101 class even though it’s one of the largest classes we have—”

“That’s not—” I hesitated, finally looking to Whitney, who kept her eyes locked on the wall behind me. Slowly, her eyes met mine with a desperate plea to shut up and not say anything that would make the new student advisor think there was any reason at all we shouldn’t be working together. “I assumed Ms. Dahl would be placed with one of her art professors given that she changed her major last semester to fine arts.”

Cassandra waved a hand in dismissal. “Anyone can TA those classes. It takes a certain kind of student to teach your classes, and from what I’ve heard, you and Ms. Dahl have a lot in common.” 

Whitney shifted her weight and looked up at me with those pleading eyes. 

“Is this what you want? Or would you rather be placed in the Arts Department?” I asked, but Cassandra took a step between us, giving Whitney her shoulder. 

“It’s not up to the students,” she crooned in a near whisper. “The chancellor already signed off on it. So she’s all yours! You’re welcome. I’ll leave you two to get acquainted.”

Cassandra gave us a beaming smile, her straight white veneers on display, before floating through the crowd and out of sight. 

I glanced down at Whitney, who was watching her walk away, her brow furrowed and cheeks stained pink. 

My heart lurched, but I quickly stifled the sinking feeling of regret starting to seep back into my chest. I’d spent weeks trying to get over her, to come to terms with what we’d done and how I’d pushed her away. I’d shattered her heart, and I’d hoped we wouldn’t have to cross paths at all this semester. 

But here she was, my TA, which meant we’d be working closely together. 

“I didn’t know,” I said firmly. 

Whitney looked up at me and shrugged. “Neither did I.”

An uncomfortable silence settled between us for several moments as we absently watched the partygoers. 

“The 101 class is twice a week at five. An hour long, and so far slated to be thirty or so students, mostly freshmen taking it as a required course.” I sighed heavily and tucked my hands in the pockets of my leather jacket. “You’ll lecture once a week, and the second class I’ll... find something for them to do. Normally they come to class for a few weeks and then you don’t see them again until midterms.” 

“I’m sure I can handle it,” she replied softly, her eyes still focused on the room around us. “Why did she assume we’d never met? You were my professor all semester.”

“She’s brand new. I can give her the benefit of the doubt there.” I rolled my lower lip between my teeth as Cassandra came back into view, dragging another student behind her. “I met her for the first time this morning, and I can’t say she’s my favorite person so far.” Not after this. 

“Thank for you not saying anything.”

I looked down at Whitney. “Why would you think I would do that you?”

She looked up at me finally, her eyes shining with something I couldn’t read. I used to be able to read those thoughts and emotions behind her eyes. Maybe a month apart had put a safe distance between us. That didn’t mean it hurt any less. 

When she didn’t reply, I said, “Look, Whitney. I’m sorry.”

“We can’t talk about that here.”

I flexed my jaw, exhaling deeply. She was right; we couldn’t talk about that here. We probably shouldn’t be talking about it at all. “How was your break?” It took an incredible amount of effort to even ask. 

A hint of a smile touched her lips as she turned to face me fully. “It was great. I had a wonderful Christmas. How was England?”

“It was fine. I had a lot of downtime to just... read.”

She eyed me with skepticism. “Read... and sent drunken texts, by chance?”

My cheeks burned. Now that was something we definitely couldn’t talk about here. She seemed to be enjoying the visceral reaction I was having to her jab and smirked, one dark brow arched. I decided to ignore her and say nothing further. I’d hoped she hadn’t gotten the text, especially since it had to travel across an ocean to get to her. 

I wish you were here, and then several other words that might have made sense if I hadn’t been piss drunk at my local tavern when I sent it. 

I decided to ignore her, unsure what kind of answer she was expecting. An apology? Well, I wasn’t sorry I’d sent it. Whatever I’d been trying to say had been the truth. I was only sorry she hadn’t replied. 

“Nice seeing you.” She began to turn, and I reached out, touching her elbow to stop her. 

I curled my hand into a fist, the touch sending an electric shock shooting up my arm. Hands off, I reminded myself. “Let’s meet at my office at 8 a.m. on Monday. I’m under the impression you were chosen because your course schedule this semester allows room for those two classes to be added to your schedule.”

“Yeah, that’ll work. I’m done with my classes every day at four.” She took two steps, then stopped, looking at me over her shoulder. “I’ll see you on Monday. But send over your syllabus this weekend so I can know what I’m doing, okay?”

I nodded, my chest tight as I watched her walk away and into the crowded parlor. She came up behind Jessica, who turned and handed her a glass of red wine. I brought my own drink to my lips, a forgotten glass of scotch, and drank deeply, washing the words I wanted to say to her off my tongue. 

Dr. Dan Montague came up to stand beside me. “Damn, Rhys. We all wanted her as our TA this year. How’d you manage it?”

I gave Dan a look, noticing the glint of jealousy in his bright blue eyes. Dan was a handsome man roughly six years older than me—young at heart but viciously brutal when it came to grading. We got along like well. Friends, definitely. Not close enough for me to tell him that I’d been sleeping with Whitney and this was, apparently, karma for my past indiscretions.

“I have no idea. She switched her major from sociology to fine art in December. I figured she’d land in the Arts Department.”

“There is some crossover there,” he breathed. “I know she’s still taking a few philosophy classes this semester... and history as well.”

I turned to him, furrowing my brow. “How many classes did she enroll in?”

He blew out his breath and shook his head. “About as many as she could. We’ve all been talking about whether the girl has time to eat and sleep. She’s taking eight courses this semester—”

“Eight?” I hissed through gritted teeth. “Who the hell allowed her to do that?”  

“This is Whitney Dahl we’re talking about. She gets her way. She has the dean of every program wrapped around her finger. I wouldn’t be surprised if they erected a statue in her likeness when she finally has enough of Gatlington and moves on.”

I should talk to her about this. How insane it was. She was already a high-strung, easily stressed kind of person who masked it well. Would she crack under pressure? Or was there more to this, like filling her schedule to the point she wouldn’t have room to think about anything but school?

My throat tightened. I had done the same, hadn’t I? Taking on three more lectures this semester and opening up my office hours into the late evening just so I wouldn’t have time to dwell on what happened last semester.

“I have no doubt she’ll be able to do it.”

“I agree, but that’s a year’s worth of courses in a single semester.”

He shrugged, bringing his glass of wine to his lips. “I imagine she’s planned out what the next year of her life is going to look like and plans to move on to doctorate next. She doesn’t strike me as the type of person to waste time.”

“No, she isn’t,” I agreed with a hint of frustration as I caught Jessica looking over Whitney’s shoulder at me. Jessica, who knew everything and was now dating one of the only friends I had outside of the university, Bill Livingston. 

“Well, if you feel like getting rid of her, let me know. I call first dibs... Not—not like that, just, she’s a once in a career kind of student, and I groveled at Ms. Martins’ feet all morning trying to get her placed with me. Looks like you have Cassandra’s favor.”

“I didn’t ask for this,” I grumbled, finishing off my drink. In fact, I’d requested Tyler Bakken as my TA. He was a dual sociology and anthropology major set to graduate with his master’s this spring and already had a few colleges sending him emails about doctorate programs. We’d spoken briefly before winter break about him applying to Trinity or Oxford’s archeology program. 

I pursed my lips and scanned the crowd for the man in question, finding him deep in conversation with none other than Whitney and Jessica. Shit, I couldn’t get away from her if I wanted to. 

“Ms. Martins’ coming this way,” Dan warned, turning to leave. 

“Thanks for the warning,” I grumbled before turning my bar and heading toward the bar. 

I spent the next hour walking from group to group, talking to my fellow professors and getting to know more of the students in Gatlington’s broad graduate program. Only a few were pursuing their doctorates here, all of them in either law or business, which gave me some hope to the future here, one where Whitney would be gone and I’d be forced to truly let her go. 

Eventually I grew tired of dodging the new student advisor, who seemed more than interested to get me alone in conversation, and did my best Irish exit from the party. 

Carver Hall was situated at the head of campus and a long, brisk walk from faculty housing. Snow fell in thick, wet clumps as I walked along the trail weaving around the historical lecture halls and undergraduate dorms. Greek Row was alight with parties in the distance, and the sight brought on a familiar pang of regret. I hadn’t seen Christian Brockford yet, not since returning from break, but I had a feeling he’d be up to his usual threats and try to target Whitney the first chance he got. 

And I couldn’t do anything about it unless Whitney and I came clean, which we couldn’t do without risking her future at the university. 

Just like I promised myself in the past, I wouldn’t allow that to happen, even if losing her was slowly killing me inside. 

Voices caught my attention, and I looked up from my snow-covered boots to see Whitney and Jessica walking ahead of me, arm in arm, neither of them aware that I was a hundred yards or so behind them. I opened my mouth, almost calling out, but then shut it again and came to a stop. 

Whitney was smiling. A huge, sincere smile as she laughed at whatever Jessica said. 

I knew that smile would disappear the second she noticed me, so I waited for them to walk out of sight before turning at the fork in the trail leading to my cottage. 
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HOLLIS HALL FELT LIKE a totally new place after last semester. I could almost feel the shift in my bones as I walked briskly against the crowd heading to their early morning lectures. No longer a student in the Humanities Department, all of my classes this semester were in the arts building. 

I was only here to see Rhys. 

I smiled at a few students I knew as I walked down one of the long, stone-lined hallways toward the rows of offices that were tucked in the very back of the building, spanning two stories. Rhys’s office was on the first floor and overlooked the garden in the back of Hollis Hall, which right now was nothing more than piles of fresh snow against fields of white and a silver storm that brewed with growing intensity beyond. 

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen so much snow. 

Professor Dan Montague backed out of his office and nearly ran into me. He was balancing several binders in one hand as he turned to lock his office door behind him. “Sorry, Whitney, I didn’t see you there.”

I beamed up at him. I’d always liked Professor Montague, even though I’d only had him for a few required courses my freshman and sophomore year of my undergrad. His soft blue eyes creased as he smiled back at me. 

“Meeting with Rhys—I mean Professor Ellis this morning?”

“Yep. I’m the TA for his sociology 101 class this semester.”

“I heard as much. Well, I’ll let you get it to. Tell him hi for me, will you? He’s been locked up in there for the past hour. I don’t think he’s even had any coffee yet.”

“He likes tea,” I remarked, then clamped my lips shut. Why would I know what he liked? I was just a student. 

Professor Montague didn’t seem to catch my remark and walked down the hallway, lost amid the throngs of students rushing to their lectures. 

I knocked on Rhys’s door and waited, rocking on my heels. 

I felt better than I had in a long time. Seeing him at the party two days ago on Friday hadn’t been as hard as I thought. If he could get over me that quickly, I sure as hell could get over him and put all of this behind me. 

Right?

The heavy wooden door clicked as he turned the latch and opened it wide. 

“Good morning,” he said, his eyes meeting mine before he abruptly looked away and motioned me to come in. 

I debated keeping the door open, but what was the harm in shutting it if nothing was ever going to happen between us again? 

Rhys pulled a binder off the bookshelf nearest his desk. Every inch of wall space was covered by something, whether it be shelving or small framed scraps of articles. I looked around, my eyes settling on the numerous texts filling
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