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Chapter 1 ALLY

Three years later

I gave a nervous glance around the group as I placed my book down on my lap. It wasn’t much of a book club. There was only my grandma and two of her friends, but they were some of my favorite people. I never knew how they would react to the books I picked though, and these ladies weren’t afraid to give me their honest opinion.

Grandma clapped and gave me an encouraging smile. Her blue eyes always crinkled at the corners when she looked happy. My mom’s had looked exactly the same when she smiled, and my heart skipped a small beat at the similarity between them.

“That book sounds like quite an adventure,” Grandma said, and I finally let out a breath of relief. They liked it. “Though I do wonder why you’re sitting here on your last day of summer vacation when you should be out having your own adventure.”

Cora and Connie nodded in agreement. “You should be out with your friends, not hanging out in a place that smells like old people,” Connie added, wrinkling up her nose.

“We are old people,” Cora said with a roll of her eyes.

“I may have wrinkles, but I do not smell of mothballs and regrets,” Connie replied. “Unlike some of the residents in here.”

Cora scoffed. “You can’t smell regrets.”

“I can, and they stink.” Connie folded her arms over her chest as though her words were final and couldn’t be argued with.

Like always, our book club had descended into a conversation about anything but books. It wasn’t really surprising because no one ever bothered to read them. Our book club had only started because Grandma and I would talk about what I was reading whenever I came to visit. Her friends began to join in, and before too long, they were calling it a club. Connie and Cora were far more concerned with gossiping than reading though. Not that I minded as they always had interesting stories of their own.

“Connie’s right, you should be out with your friends,” Grandma said.

“But you are my friends.” It was true. I loved hanging out with Clara, Connie and Cora. I’d affectionately named the trio The Three C’s.

“I’m talking about your school friends, Ally. What’s that firecracker, Tessa, doing today?”

“Her mom forces her to have a ‘family fun day’ on the last day of vacation.” The words were barely out of my mouth when my phone buzzed in my pocket. I wasn’t surprised to see it was a text from Tessa.

Kill me now!!!

I smiled at the message, and another one arrived before I got a chance to respond.

No seriously! If that woman makes me spend another minute with the demon child they keep trying to convince me I’m related to, I’m filing for emancipation!

I chuckled under my breath and typed my response. Your brother’s not that bad. It’s just one day. You’ll be fine.

Traitor. Tessa fired right back.

“You’ll never guess who’s looking this way,” Cora said, making me glance up from my phone. All three of the C’s had their eyes fixed on someone behind me. I swiveled in my seat to see who they were talking about, and Bart, one of the more recent additions to the nursing home, was stealing glances in our direction. Connie’s direction, to be precise.

“He’s checking you out again,” Cora whispered. I turned back to the group as Cora gave Connie an encouraging nudge.

“In his dreams,” Connie said. She lightly touched her perfectly coiffed, bright pink hair though, and I got the feeling she wasn’t quite as opposed to Bart’s attention as she made it seem.

“You should go talk to him,” I said. “He looks nice …”

“He’s okay, I suppose.” Connie tilted her head as she studied Bart. There was a slight smile on her lips, and it was clear she thought he was more than just okay.

“Enough matchmaking,” Grandma said. “Ally, you need to go enjoy your last day of freedom before your senior year starts.” We were back on the subject of my social life again, and I could tell none of them were going to let it drop.

They really didn’t need to be concerned as I already had the rest of my day planned out. I needed to make sure everything was in order before the first day of school. I’d set aside an hour to sort out my schoolbooks and supplies, another hour to make sure my schedule was organized, and twenty minutes for picking out my outfits for the week. Since it was the last day of vacation, I’d even penciled in some time for reading the latest book in a series that had just been released.

I glanced at my watch and let out a sigh. It was almost time for me to leave anyway. “Fine, fine. You guys win. But I’ll be back to visit in two weeks, and then the next book club will be in a month, so you all better have something to contribute. This book club has been feeling awfully one-sided lately.”

I stood up and tucked my book into my bag. “And, Connie, I’ll be expecting juicy Bart gossip. So you better go talk to him.”

“Always so demanding.” Connie grinned as she shook her head at me.

“It works both ways, young lady,” Cora added. “There’s been no boy talk from you all summer.”

“You know Dad doesn’t let me date,” I grumbled.

“Since when?” Cora asked.

“Since always. He says I can date when I get into college.”

“How ridiculous.” Cora waved the comment off with one hand. “Your father doesn’t have to know. A beautiful girl like you must have plenty of boys chasing after her, and it’s about time you started letting them catch you.”

I wished it were as easy as that. My dad was a pretty nice guy most of the time, but this was one area where he wouldn’t budge. He was determined I get into a good college and wouldn’t allow any distractions—and dating was definitely considered a distraction. I’d also had to give up dancing lessons so I could focus on schoolwork this year, and I was much more upset about that. The boys at my school were all idiots, and I probably wouldn’t have dated any of them even if I could.

“Cora, stop being a bad influence,” Grandma scolded before focusing on me. “She was boy-mad at your age, Ally, so don’t feel obliged to listen to her advice. You keep being my sweet, innocent granddaughter as long as you want.”

I gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Yes, Grandma.”

“Ignore her, date some cute boys,” Cora whispered to me as I went over to give her and Connie a kiss too.

I laughed and said goodbye to The Three C’s. I was already missing them by the time I reached the parking lot, but I smiled the whole way home. Spending time with Grandma and her friends always made me happy. It was a shame I wouldn’t be able to see them as much once school started again.

I spent the rest of the afternoon getting ready for school or glued to my Kindle in the living room. My friend Mia texted me to see if I wanted to meet up with her, but the book I’d started was too good to abandon, and I didn’t want to go anywhere until I finished it.

It wasn’t the most sociable way to spend my day, but it was exactly how I felt like ending what had been a perfect summer break. I’d spent most days hanging out with my friends, and my brother had been too busy with football to bug me like he usually did. Even his loathsome best friend, Chase, had gone away for the summer, so I’d been left in blissful peace.

I wasn’t ready for it all to be over, and I was dreading the start of the school year. I was going to have to study harder than I ever had before to get the grades I needed for college. Even though I’d clearly outlined my study plans on my calendar ahead of school tomorrow, I wasn’t mentally prepared for all the work I needed to do.

I wasn’t dumb or anything, but I had to work a whole lot harder than my brother to do well at school. Learning and memorizing things came so easily to Shane, whereas I needed to put in hours of work. It was the reason Dad always had such strict rules for me and tended to turn a blind eye with him. Shane was naturally smart while I was a work in progress.

I was partway through a chapter when the front doorbell rang. I frowned as I glanced in the direction of the chiming sound. It was a Sunday afternoon, and I had no idea who would be visiting us.

“Will you get that, Ally?” my dad shouted from somewhere in the house.

“Got it,” I called back as I placed my Kindle down and slowly pushed myself off the couch. The small movement seemed to take far more energy than normal, and my body was clearly complaining about being dragged away from a tense scene in my new book. There was no way the guest at the door would be here for me, but I was guessing Dad was busy working if he needed me to answer it for him.

I hoped whoever was at the door understood that Sunday afternoons called for comfy clothes and messy hair because I’d changed into something comfortable for my book binge. I was wearing an old pair of cut-off jean shorts and a sloppy sweater that had holes in. It was the perfect outfit for lounging on the couch all afternoon but not so great for company.

I pulled the front door open with just a little bit too much force, trying to keep my expression from revealing the irritation I felt at being interrupted while reading. The blood drained from my cheeks though, and my mild irritation seemed impossibly trivial as I saw who was standing at my door.

It took me several long seconds to rid my expression of the shock I felt. I desperately tried to think of a simple way to rid my doorway of our visitor too, but nothing was ever easy when it came to Chase Williams.

He was leaning against the doorframe looking relaxed and every bit like he belonged there. I hadn’t realized he was back in Fairview, and just the sight of him was enough to ruin my day.

I stood there silently, glaring at Chase. He’d grown broader over the last six weeks, if that was even possible, and his tan had deepened after a summer in L.A. He was every bit as gorgeous as I remembered, but his looks didn’t faze me like they did the other girls in school. I knew that, behind his perfect exterior, Chase was cruel and calculating. His full lips were lifted in a smirk and his arctic-blue eyes were narrowed as he glared back at me.

His stare caused my heart to beat quicker, but I kept my face passive, not daring to reveal he filled me with agitation. My veins still pulsed with the same toxic hatred he’d poisoned them with at the dance all those years ago, but instead of allowing the venom to weaken me, I used it to fuel my defenses against him and gave him a smirk of my own.

“Ally,” he said in greeting.

“Satan,” I replied. “Back already? I would have thought you were too busy destroying innocent souls in L.A.”

Dark amusement swirled in his eyes. “I think you know there’s still one or two innocent souls back here in Fairview for me.” His gaze dipped to take in my fraying sweater and revealing shorts. I suddenly felt like I was showing far too much leg but quickly realized Chase was more likely to be judging my casual outfit than checking me out. He’d made it more than clear over the years just how repulsive he thought I was.

“Your brother home?”

“Nope.” Without another word, I took a step back and slammed the door in his face. It made a satisfying bang as it shut, and I smiled as I turned to walk back through the house. It might have been a childish thing to do, but it felt like a small victory. I only wished my heart wasn’t still racing. Chase always had that effect on me. He made me jittery and nervous and not in a good way.

Dad didn’t look up as I entered the kitchen. He had legal files spread all over the kitchen table, and I knew it would probably take an atomic bomb going off in the backyard to rip his attention away from them. The man lived and breathed his work, and it was surprising to see him home from the office even though it was a weekend.

“Who was at the door?”

I jumped as Shane came up behind me.

“Don’t sneak up on people,” I said, scowling over my shoulder at him.

We both had the same dirty-blond hair as our dad, but that was where all similarity between us ended. His eyes were green while mine were blue. His head nearly reached the top of the doorframe, while Dad often joked that I still needed a booster seat almost every time I hopped in the car.

To make matters worse, Shane also spent the nine months we shared in the womb stealing all the best genes and leaving me the worst. I thought twins were supposed to share things like athletic ability and book smarts evenly. But Shane was selfish. So, while he was the popular, smart, and sporty twin, I pretty much struggled with everything when it came to school.

“So, who was it?” he repeated.

“No one.”

When the doorbell started chiming again, Shane lifted one eyebrow at me. “No one, huh?” He turned and left the kitchen to head for the front door, and my heart sank. A part of me had hoped Chase would give up and go home.

“Is that Chase?” my dad asked, his eyes lifting from the files in front of him. I was surprised he’d even noticed the doorbell sound, but I guess Chase was the human equivalent of an atomic bomb—for me at least.

“Yes. Are you expecting him?”

Dad nodded as he stood from the table, but before he could start toward the front door, Chase appeared in the entrance to the kitchen.

“Chase!” Dad grinned, closing the distance between them and giving him a strong handshake.

“Hi, Mr. Lockwood, it’s good to see you.” Chase was beaming at my dad, and none of the venom he usually reserved for me could be seen on his face. It was like I was looking at a completely different person.

Dad dropped his hand to his side. “You too, son. Have you grown over the summer?”

“His head probably has,” I muttered, earning a reproachful look from my father.

“Ally, be nice,” Dad said before turning his attention back to Chase. “Have you got your bags?”

Chase nodded. “Shane is just helping me bring them in.”

“Bags?” I asked, stepping forward to stand closer to them. I wouldn’t normally enter into a conversation that involved Chase voluntarily, but the mention of bags had me worried. “What does he need bags for?”

Dad and Chase exchanged a troubled look before my father finally turned to me. “Chase is going to be staying here a while.”

“What?” I frowned and glanced nervously in Chase’s direction. “Define a while …”

The front door burst open, and Shane returned to the kitchen carrying two huge suitcases. When he saw my stunned expression, he grinned. “There’s still another couple of bags out front. Chase, why don’t you take these up to the guest room while I grab the rest. I can almost guarantee you won’t want to be here when Dad tells her.”

Chase studied my troubled expression with caution and nodded. His gaze was still narrowed on me, and he looked like he wanted to say something. He opened his mouth but then closed it once more and frowned. “You’re probably right,” he eventually muttered before he took the bags off my brother and headed upstairs with them.

I waited until he was gone before I rounded on my father once more. “What’s going on?” My voice quivered with worry, and a sinking feeling was growing in my stomach.

Dad let out a long sigh and folded his arms across his chest. “Chase will be staying with us for senior year.”

The words felt like a blow to the gut, and all breath left me as I stared at my dad in horror. “What do you mean?”

“His parents are setting up a new office in L.A., and they won’t be around Fairview all that much. They didn’t want Chase to have to move out to California for his senior year, so he’s going to be staying with us.”

I heard the words, but they failed to compute in my mind. I kept repeating them over and over in my head as I tried to process what my dad was telling me, but it just didn’t seem to sink in.

“I don’t understand,” I said. My eyes were wide, and my skin had gone clammy. This had to be some kind of twisted joke. Everyone knew that Chase and I didn’t get along, and I refused to believe my own father would force me to put up with him for a whole year.

“Weren’t you listening, Ally? Dad explained it pretty clearly.” Shane had entered the house again with two more giant bags.

“I was listening,” I growled. “What I meant to say is: Dad, I don’t understand why you would do this!”

Dad let out another sigh. “Because the Williams family need our help, and it’s the least I can do for them after all they’ve done for us since your mom died.”

Great. Now Dad was playing the Mom card. It had been five years since she passed, but apparently, Dad still felt the need to use her as an excuse.

“I know they did a lot for us, but surely, this is too much,” I said carefully. Mom had died suddenly—a car accident to be precise—so none of us had been prepared for it. Dad handled her death by disappearing into his work, and it had been Mom’s best friend, Mrs. Williams, who helped keep our family from completely falling apart. She cooked for us every night for months and always picked Shane and I up from school whenever Dad couldn’t make it. I knew she’d been a massive support, but I wasn’t sure what she’d done was the equivalent of taking on a teen full-time for an entire year.

“And it’s also my senior year,” I continued. “You know I need to focus on studying. I’ve got it all mapped out, and Chase isn’t a part of the plan.”

He let out a sigh. “This isn’t about you, Ally.”

It kind of felt like it was. It was bad enough I had to endure Chase at school every day and sometimes on weekends when Shane invited him to the house. I had become pretty adept at avoiding him, but I wasn’t sure I could manage it if he was in my home twenty-four seven. How could this be happening?

“Surely, there’s somewhere else he could stay …” I started gnawing on my lower lip as my gaze darted to the bags in Shane’s hands again. “Doesn’t he have family members that could take him in?”

Dad shook his head, and I felt all hope of winning the argument drain out of me as I saw the look of certainty in his eyes. “His granddad is too old, and the rest of his family lives out of state. It’s already been decided, Ally. Chase is staying here.”

My shoulders started to slump. I hated the finality to his words, but I knew all too well there was no way Dad would reconsider. I had too much experience with his stubbornness to hope he might change his mind. I’d begged him all summer vacation to let me keep up my dance lessons for senior year to no avail, and his no-dating rule had been nonnegotiable throughout high school. When he made up his mind about something, there was no going back, and if Dad had already agreed to look after Chase, there was a slim chance in hell he’d listen to my objections.

“Now, will you help your brother take Chase’s bags to his room?”

I slowly nodded and took one of the large duffle bags Shane held out to me before following him from the kitchen. I hated that my father refused to hear me out, and it was clear he didn’t care this decision was going to ruin my life.

Chase and I were like oil and water; our molecules wholeheartedly repelled each other. Making us live together was like shaking the two substances up and expecting them to go against their natures and magically mix. It was scientifically impossible, and if my father ever bothered to stop working for half a minute, he would know that.

A firm scowl always spread across Chase’s face whenever I entered a room, and while he didn’t say much to me, the little he did say was deliberately harsh and surprisingly hurtful. He wasn’t afraid to speak his mind, and he never seemed to have any nice thoughts when I was around. I didn’t exactly hold back when it came to him either. But could you really blame me? It was self-defense, pure and simple, and I didn’t want to spend the next year of my life on guard.

As soon as I was certain Dad wouldn’t be able to hear, I pulled Shane’s sleeve, yanking him to a stop. “How long have you known this was happening?”

The corner of Shane’s mouth lifted as his smirked down at me. “About a month.”

“A month!”

Shane’s grin only spread farther across his face. He seemed to be enjoying how badly I was taking the news of our new arrival. I knew it wasn’t malicious. Shane genuinely seemed to find the funny side of everything in life. That was probably why he irritated me so much.

“Why didn’t anyone tell me sooner?”

“Because we knew you’d overreact. Dad and I figured it would be easier on all of us if we waited until the last minute.”

My stomach swirled with anger. “I’m not overreacting.”

Shane chuckled. “You haven’t looked this horrified since that rabbit of yours died when we were five.”

“Don’t bring up Fluffikins at a time like this. Like my day isn’t going badly enough.” I huffed out a breath and looked up at the ceiling. I was being a total brat, but Dad and Shane didn’t get it. They never would. In their eyes, Chase could do no wrong, but they weren’t the ones who had their first kiss purposely sabotaged by him. And they certainly weren’t on the receiving end of all his cruel words over the years. They certainly didn’t care that he was a jerk, but I did and the thought of him living under the same roof was like all of my nightmares culminating in real life.

“Look, you’ll barely see him,” Shane said. “Chase actually has a life, and it won’t be as bad as you’re thinking.”

I lowered my gaze from the ceiling to my brother. I could tell he was genuinely trying to reassure me, but it wasn’t helping. “I have a life,” I grumbled.

“Ally, you spent the morning in a nursing home and the whole afternoon on your Kindle.”

I wanted to argue with him and remind him that I had friends and that I’d seen them almost every day over the summer, but I let out a sigh and nodded. It wasn’t worth the argument. Shane was so wrapped up in football and his own friends that he was completely oblivious when it came to my life. I didn’t really care if he thought I was a recluse. I liked my friends, but I also liked being alone with a book as well, and there was nothing wrong with that. I had bigger things to worry about than Shane’s opinion of me right now.

My brother flashed me a smile before he turned and continued carrying the suitcase up the stairs to the guest bedroom—Chase’s bedroom.

I still struggled to comprehend what was happening. I felt like I’d been dropped into some alternate reality because there was no way real life could be so cruel.

I slowly traipsed up the stairs, following after Shane. Chase’s room was right across the hall from my own, and he was standing silently by the window as I entered, staring out into the backyard.

“Man, senior year is going to be the best year ever,” my brother announced, as he flung himself onto Chase’s bed.

Chase nodded but didn’t utter a response.

It was always so odd seeing my brother and his best friend together. While Shane seemed to light up every room he entered like some kind of glowing star, Chase was like a storm cloud, dark and rumbling as though he was holding in a thunderclap that could burst out at any moment. The two of them were completely different, and I could never understand how they became such good friends. They used to play football together, but Chase quit last year, and I’d been hoping their friendship would dwindle after he left the team. It had been wishful thinking though, because they were just as close as ever.

I dumped Chase’s bag on the ground by the door. It landed with a loud thud, and the two boys looked over at me. Shane went straight back to staring at the ceiling, but Chase’s eyes seemed to sear right through me. I swallowed and backed out of the room before darting across the hall. I’d barely entered my room when I felt a hand at my elbow. I spun around to find Chase had followed me. He was standing far too close, and I took a step backward to give myself some space.

“What do you want?”

Chase recoiled slightly, like my words had slapped him across the face, and he pushed a hand through his dark hair as he stared down at me.

He let out a long breath. “I know you’re not happy to have me here.”

“Well, that’s an understatement.”

His eyes narrowed at my comment, but he continued like I hadn’t said anything. “And believe it or not, this isn’t my ideal situation for senior year either.”

“Is there a reason you’re stating the obvious?”

He ground his teeth together, and it pleased me to see how I irritated him. “I was getting to it.”

I waved a hand for him to continue. “Well, please do. My dad doesn’t let boys in my room, and I’d hate for him to have to go and fetch his shotgun.” I shrugged. “Or perhaps not.”

Chase rolled his eyes at me. “This is exactly what I want to talk about. I want to offer you a truce.”

I let out a laugh. “A truce?”

“Yes, a truce. If we have to live together, I think we should both attempt to be cordial to one another.”

I folded my arms over my chest and looked into his eyes. He wasn’t staring at me with total loathing for once, and I got the feeling he was being serious. “I don’t think you’re capable of being nice to me.”

“I said cordial, not nice. And for the record, I don’t think you’re capable of being nice to me either. We just need to stop bickering.”

It was an appealing thought, but there was no point in pursuing it. Chase wouldn’t last a week in a truce with me, even if it was his suggestion. Plus, I certainly wasn’t going to simply forget all the times he’d been an ass to me and there was no way I was forgiving him for pulling that stunt at the dance three years ago. He didn’t deserve to be let off the hook. It would make my life so much easier if the truce worked though …

“I’ll think about it,” I said.

“Do you really hate me so much you won’t even consider it?”

“I said I’d think about it.” I pushed him from my room. He moved easily, stepping back into the hallway with barely any pressure from my hand. I slammed my bedroom door and squeezed my eyes tightly shut as I tried to pretend that Chase Williams wasn’t still standing on the other side of it. Chase was chaos in my orderly world; he’d only been here ten minutes, and already, I was a mess. There was no way I could spend an entire year with Chase living across the hall from me—truce or not.

It was like someone had dumped a pile of radioactive waste in the room across the hall from me. They knew it was dangerous and that the toxic material would probably make me sick, but nobody seemed to care. Already, my room was contaminated, and I was certain it wouldn’t be long until the poisonous affects began to overcome me.

Like all hazardous substances, being close to Chase was going to slowly but surely destroy me.






Chapter 2 CHASE

She’d slammed a door in my face again.

I blew out a tense breath and resisted the urge to reach out and force my way into the sanctuary of her room. It didn’t matter how many doors Ally slammed in my face though; it didn’t change the bitter truth of my situation. I was stuck in this house for the next year of my life, and there was nothing I could do to change it.

“Your sister is impossible,” I growled as I returned to the Lockwoods’ guest room. I supposed it was my room now. Everything about the bedroom was sterile and boring. The carpet was white; the walls were white; even the quilt cover was white. Just standing in it made me feel like I was an unwanted dirty mark in otherwise flawless surrounds.

Shane grinned in response. “There was a time when you thought she was impossibly hot.”

My nose crinkled in disgust. “Please don’t remind me.”

Shane laughed and lay back on my bed to look at the ceiling once more. “I guess that was a while ago now.”

More like a lifetime. I’d been completely infatuated with Ally a few years back, and Shane never let me hear the end of it. She wasn’t like the other girls at school though. There was something so innocent about her beauty. She had these huge doe eyes and sweet lips that were shaped like a love heart. I used to think she was some kind of angel. She had become significantly less angelic since I realized her long hair hid a set of horns and she carried a quiver of barbed arrows across her back that she enjoyed aiming in my direction.

Something had changed over the years. Once upon a time, I’d teased her to get her attention. I’d gone out of my way to try to protect her from guys who wanted nothing more than to use her. She should have thanked me the night I stopped Dirty Declan from kissing her, but instead, she told me she hated me and had been nothing but cruel to me ever since. The brightness in her eyes always dimmed when I was near, and her forked tongue loved nothing more than to spread her venomous thoughts when we talked. I was no longer blinded by her pretty looks. No, I now saw Ally for who she really was, and I couldn’t stand her.

“I tried to get her to agree to a truce between us,” I said, hoping to change the subject and move away from talk of the schoolboy crush I’d once had on Ally.

Shane snorted. “And how did that go?”

“Like I said, your sister is impossible.” I wasn’t sure what I’d expected though. I’d decided on the journey back to Fairview that, if I was going to live with Ally, we needed to put an end to the hostility between us, at least temporarily. I could barely tolerate the girl, but I could keep my mouth shut when I was around her if it meant a little peace for me. I figured she’d feel the same, but clearly, her opinion of me was worse than ever. Was it really that much for me to ask that we be civil to each other? Ally definitely wasn’t the same girl I had crushed on back in the day.

“I’m sure the two of you will work it out.” My best friend was always the optimist, and right now, I hated him for it. “I really don’t understand why you two don’t get along,” he added.

I didn’t reply. Ally and Shane weren’t the best of friends, but she was his sister, and I couldn’t exactly tell him that I suspected she was a descendant of Medusa and that her stare could turn men to stone. The fact I thought she was cute a few years ago counted for nothing now because absolutely everything about her rubbed me the wrong way. She was spoiled, spiteful, and stubborn as could be. It was unbelievable she still held a grudge against me for the Declan thing all those years ago—I hadn’t done anything wrong, but somehow, I’d become the bad guy. Living with her this year was going to be damn near unbearable.

I’d almost rather live with my parents in L.A. and start at a new school than be cooped up in a house with Ally. Almost but not quite. Even living with Ally Lockwood was better than the strained environment of my family home.

I went over to one of my suitcases and began to unpack, trying to push thoughts of my parents from my mind. I already had enough on my mind without thinking about them. I couldn’t seem to ignore my irritation though, not when my parents hadn’t even bothered to drop me at the airport today. Not when they were so happy to abandon me in my senior year.

They frequently let me down, and I shouldn’t have been surprised to be disappointed by them again, but it felt like they’d reached a whole new level of disregard. There was a bright side to all of this though. I wouldn’t have to put up with my father’s criticisms for the duration of my senior year, and that was definitely something to look forward to.

“We missed you at football training over the summer …” Shane said the words slowly and tentatively, like he was ready to drop the conversation mid-sentence if I reacted the wrong way.

My lips pulled tight as I nodded.

“It’s been almost impossible to replace you. Are you sure you won’t reconsider joining the team again?”

I glanced up at him and found his eyes were ignited by tenuous hope. My teammates were the only reason I’d managed to play for as long as I did, and my best friend was the last person I ever wanted to let down. There was no way I was going to change my mind though. “Sorry, man. My football days are over.”

Shane sighed, and he slowly nodded. “Yeah, I know. I had to give it a shot though.”

“You wouldn’t be a very good team captain if you hadn’t.”

“True,” he agreed. “So, does Jenna know you’re back?” A playful grin lit up his features once more.

I groaned at the question, wishing he hadn’t brought her up. It had been a mistake dating Jenna at the end of last year and one I still regretted. I rarely went out with girls from school. None of them had ever seemed like the right fit for me, and I didn’t like to lead them on. Jenna had been flirting with me incessantly for most of junior year though, and I finally caved and went on one date with her. One date quickly turned into two, and before I knew it, we were a couple.

I’d tried to break it off between us when I went away for the summer, but she hadn’t accepted that we were over, and I was still receiving endless texts months later. Shane knew perfectly well there was no way I’d told Jenna I was back in town. I wouldn’t be able to avoid her once school started tomorrow though.

“Do I really need to answer that?” I lifted an eyebrow, making him grin. He loved nothing more than giving me shit.

“But she really misses you,” he said. “She wouldn’t stop talking about you at the party last night. You should probably give her a call …”

I picked up a shoe from my suitcase and launched it toward Shane’s head. He laughed as he easily dodged out of the way. “Look, you probably should have known better. That girl’s had her eye on you for years. You knew it wouldn’t end well.”

“I was just hoping she’d realize we weren’t right for each other after we went on that first date and then she’d leave me alone.”

“Such an amateur mistake,” Shane replied, shaking his head solemnly.

There was a knock on the door and I glanced over my shoulder as Shane’s dad entered the room. “How’s it going in here, boys?” he asked.

“Fine, I’m just getting my stuff sorted,” I said, giving him a warm smile. Mr. Lockwood was a really good guy. He’d welcomed me into his home for this year without question and had always let me sleep over when my dad was giving me a hard time over the years. If it weren’t for him, I’d be starting a new school this semester, and I was always going to be grateful to him that I wasn’t.

“Is there anything you need?” he asked.

“No, I’m pretty well set, thanks.”

Mr. Lockwood nodded and gave me a smile. “Well, let me know if you think of anything. I’m cooking a back-to-school dinner for us all. It’ll be ready in ten, so you boys might want to start making your way downstairs.”

“Sounds great,” I replied.

“Think you can survive dinner with my sister?” Shane asked, once his dad had left the room.

“I guess we’re about to find out.”

*

The ice princess barely said a word as the four of us sat around the Lockwood family dinner table. Her eyes were glued to her lasagna, and she only gave one-word answers to any question that came her way.

“Are you ready for school tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“How’s your dinner, Ally?”

“Fine.”

“Can you please pass the parmesan?”

“No.” That last question was from me, and I probably should have known there was no way she’d help me out even if it was with something as simple as passing a garnish.

I’d tried to ask her politely, but if that wasn’t going to work, I was left with no other choice. I ignored her response and leaned over her to grab the parmesan myself. I made sure to crowd her space as I leaned in, and I brushed up against her arm, disrupting her meal. My skin prickled from the contact, like some kind of natural warning sign that I was getting too close to danger. She jumped at the unexpected sensation between us, and her fork dropped from her hand, clattering loudly as it landed on the table. A small wave of satisfaction went through me when I felt her heated scowl warming the side of my face.

I moved as slowly as possible as I retreated, enjoying every moment of her discomfort. I’d never been so close to her before, and the proximity made my heart beat faster. It felt like we were two magnets that buzzed with static when they got too close and couldn’t help but push each other away.

“Jerk,” she hissed under her breath so no one else at the table could hear. She really was determined to stick to her one-word rule tonight. I grinned in response, making her glare turn more violent.

I was used to being on the receiving end of one of Ally’s scowls, but I always struggled not to laugh at them. Her eyes were too big, and she looked like some kind of sad puppy rather than the angry pit bull she tried to portray.

“Sorry, what did you say, Ally? I didn’t quite catch that.” My grin grew larger as I returned her stare.

Her gaze flickered toward her dad before she let out an irritated breath and stared back down at her food. I happily proceeded to cover my food in parmesan, content in the knowledge I had won our latest battle. But the small triumph was quickly weighed down with the realization that the war was most likely going to last for the rest of the year.

I let out a long sigh and focused on my food. I needed to get Ally to agree to play nice, or we’d spend the next twelve months slowly chipping away at each other. I worried that if we kept whittling each other down then neither of us was going to get through senior year in one piece. She’d said she’d consider the truce, and I just hoped she was willing to give it a chance.






Chapter 3 ALLY

“Please tell me the rumors are true!”

I closed my locker door and found Mia standing at my side. She was grinning at me, seemingly convinced that I knew what she was talking about. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail and she was wearing an old pair of biker boots, denim shorts, and a flannel T-shirt. She was a master at finding amazing pieces at vintage shops and always dressed effortlessly cool. I think part of the reason she always looked great, no matter what she wore, was the simple fact she didn’t care what other people thought of her.

“And what rumors would those be?” I asked.

“The ones where Chase Williams is living with you for senior year!”

I groaned and glanced at the ground, wishing it would just open up and swallow me whole. The first day of senior year hadn’t even started yet, and already, I wanted it to be over. “Please don’t remind me.”

“So, it is true.”

“Unfortunately.”

A small crease formed across Mia’s brow at my response, but she didn’t let my frustration spoil her excitement. “Why didn’t you spill before now? We were all at the movies on Friday; you could have easily told us then.”

“Because I only found out last night,” I replied. “And besides, I was somewhat hoping that if I didn’t say it aloud perhaps it wouldn’t really be happening.”

Mia folded her arms over her chest, and her frown became more pronounced as some of the enthusiasm dimmed in her eyes. “Why aren’t you happy about this?”

I opened my mouth to respond, but the words got stuck. How did I even begin to explain all the things that were wrong with Chase Williams living with me?

“Probably because Chase gets his kicks in life from making Ally miserable,” Tessa said, coming to my rescue. I glanced in her direction as she came to stand next to me and could see pity in her gaze as we made eye contact. We were so close that sometimes it felt like we didn’t even need to speak to know how the other person was feeling, and with that one look, I could see she was asking if I was okay. I gave her a brief nod, and she responded with a supportive smile.

“Since when does Chase like making Ally miserable?” Mia asked.

Tessa let out a laugh and shook her head. “Since always. Did you have blinders on last year or something?” Mia had only come to Fairview six months ago, so I guess it wasn’t all that surprising she hadn’t noticed Chase was my mortal enemy.

Mia’s forehead creased as though she was trying to remember any of the interactions she’d witnessed between Chase and me. There couldn’t have been many because I tended to avoid Chase like my life depended on it. There was an altercation in the cafeteria toward the end of last year that she probably would have seen though.

As if reading my mind her eyes lit with understanding. “The pizza showdown.”

“It wasn’t a showdown.”

Tessa chuckled. “It totally was.”

The two of us had been in line for food right by each other, and he’d taken the last four pizza slices. He’d given me a knowing smirk over his shoulder as he picked them up so I knew he’d done it on purpose. I couldn’t exactly stand by and let him get away with such a jerk move.

“He deserved it,” I muttered.

“And what about the pizza?” Tessa asked.

“Well, you should never provoke a hungry woman and expect your pizza to live to tell the tale.”

Tessa and Mia both laughed.

“I guess you’re right,” Mia said. “You guys don’t really seem to get along. Maybe it’s just a misunderstanding though?”

“Trust me. There’s no misunderstanding,” I confirmed. Chase looked at me with the kind of repulsion that was impossible to fake, and he’d made his opinions of me quite clear over the years.

“So, how does this work into your senior year plans?” Tessa asked.

My friends always teased me because I liked to plan things out. I always felt more comfortable going into a situation armed with a strategy. They often said that my diary was a clear sign I’d one day become a serial killer. I didn
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