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Chapter 1

A chill ran down my spine as I watched my mom’s car crawling away. It wasn’t the biting air that made me shiver. Rather, it was the disquiet I always felt whenever I had to say goodbye to my mother.

I stood there even after her car had disappeared down the treelined avenue that stretched from the main school building behind me to the tall metal gates at the entrance to Weybridge Academy. A light rain misted the air, but I hardly noticed it. My mom had just left, and I wasn’t sure when I’d see her again.

It had been so good to have her at Weybridge this weekend, but it was hard to appreciate the fun moments we’d shared when our evening at the Halloween carnival had turned into a complete disaster. William Hastings had threatened me, and Noah had punched my father. Despite the past between our families, I’d always felt there might somehow be room for reconciliation. But it was amazing how much could change in one night. The burning-hot anger that now flooded my veins when I thought of Noah and William was impossible to deny. I had no idea how I was going to stomach the rest of the school year seeing Noah every day.

I wasn’t sure how long I stood there staring down the driveway, but the rain was no longer spritzing the air. Instead, it was falling in fat droplets, promising a stronger storm to come. I finally considered moving, but it was hard to drag myself away. Walking away meant admitting she was truly gone.

I missed my mom so much already. She’d been reluctant to leave today after everything that had happened last night, but Matthew had to return to New York this morning, and I would be back in class as normal tomorrow. Life didn’t stop, and she needed to get home to her café. Still, I wished she could have stayed. Everything felt so much easier to cope with when she was with me.

I started slowly traipsing my way back to the dormitories. A few students ran past me, trying to get out of the rain as it started to fall even harder. I didn’t join them though. A part of me liked the way it soaked into my jacket and drenched my hair. It was something real when everything else felt so surreal.

When I reached the courtyard between the two dorms, I paused. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to go back to my room just yet. There were so many things spinning around in my head. Between my mom leaving and the events of last night, I needed to vent. There was only one person I wanted to talk to right now, and I found myself turning in the direction of the boys’ dorm. Wes probably didn’t want to hear me complain about my ex, but he was also one of the most understanding and calming people I knew, and I really needed one of his hugs right now. I felt like they could cure even the deepest of emotional wounds.

When the door to his room opened, I crashed into his arms.

“Whoa,” he grunted, but he didn’t hesitate to wrap his arms tightly around me. He hugged me firmly and didn’t question me or let me go until I finally released him and took a step back.

“Isobel, are you okay?” His expression was serious as he reached out to grip my arms and look me in the eyes. I’d briefly spoken to him on the phone last night to tell him that I’d left the carnival early with my mom and Matthew as we’d had a rough night, but I hadn’t explained why.

“I’m okay,” I muttered.

“You don’t look okay. If I’d known you were this upset, I would have come to see you last night.”

“No, don’t worry. You didn’t need to come.” I let out a sigh and walked over to sit on his bed. “I’m just a bit upset now because my mom’s gone home.”

He nodded with understanding and joined me on the bed, the mattress dipping as he sat beside me. He carefully reached out and took my hand in his. “And last night? What happened?”

“It was terrible.” I took a moment to gather my thoughts before I continued. “Noah’s grandfather cornered me in the parking lot and threatened me. Then Noah and my father arrived, and everyone got in a massive argument. I didn’t think it could get any worse, but then Matthew made some comments about Noah’s dad and…” The words caught in my throat. Maybe if I didn’t say it out loud, it would be like it never happened.

“And what?” Wes squeezed my hand to comfort me.

“Noah punched my dad.”

“He what?” Wes’s eyes widened with surprise.

“Noah punched my dad,” I repeated. It didn’t feel any less surreal the second time I said it. I rubbed a hand across my face as a wave of exhaustion washed over me. “I don’t know what he was thinking.”

“He has been acting weird recently,” Wes said. “He had that fight on the soccer field the other night. But this… This is something else. What did your dad say to him?”

“Something he shouldn’t have. But I still can’t believe Noah’s reaction.” I looked down into my hands. “I feel so damn angry about it all. I don’t know what I’m going to do when I see him again.”

“You’ll do what Noah didn’t and what you always do,” Wes said, making me look up at him. “Take the higher road. You might be a LaFleur, but you’re also a Grace. Obviously, that’s a quality Noah doesn’t have.”

I gave him a small smile but then shook my head. “So, I’m supposed to just ignore it? He needs to know what he did was horrible.”

“Maybe he does,” Wes shrugged. “He might apologize next time he sees you.”

“Maybe.” I didn’t feel confident though. Not after last night. “I kind of want to punch him myself all the same.”

Wes chuckled. “Then go for it. He definitely deserves it. I just want you to do whatever puts a smile back on your face.”

As I stared into Wes’s eyes, it hit me just how lucky I was to have him. He had been a good friend since the day I met him, but I had discovered he was an incredible boyfriend. We’d only been officially dating for a week, and already my ex and my family drama were getting in the way. Wes didn’t seem phased though. He just wanted me to be happy.

“And look, I might be biased,” he continued. “But my advice is just forget about Noah. He’s clearly got some issues, but he’s not your problem anymore. I’m your problem.” He leaned in close to whisper the final words in my ear, and I laughed at the tickle of his breath on my neck.

“You’re not a problem,” I whispered back. “In fact, I think you might be the solution.”

I took a deep breath and squared my shoulders a little as I looked at him. Wes was right. Noah had been acting very strangely recently. After his fight at the soccer match, I’d tried to comfort him, and he snapped at me. But he later apologized. He’d blamed it on the pressure his grandfather was putting him under. Maybe that pressure had gotten to him once again and he’d cracked. It didn’t excuse what he’d done, but maybe he would apologize this time too.

“Got any other problems I can solve?” The low rumble of Wes’s voice tugged me from my thoughts. He was still leaning in close, and his brown eyes were sparkling.

“Maybe…” I replied, my gaze dropping to his lips. He grinned and started to move closer. Our lips were just about to touch when the door to the room burst open.

“Ugh, my eyes!” Sawyer cried out.

Wes grabbed a pillow off his bed and tossed it at his brother, but Sawyer easily dodged out of the way. “We weren’t even kissing,” Wes said.

“But you were going to.”

“Apparently not if you’ve got anything to do with it,” Wes complained. “I thought you were on team Wesobel.”

“Oh, I am. But only when I don’t want to be in our room.” Sawyer winked at me before launching himself onto his bed. It was a mystery how he managed to get comfortable considering the amount of clothes strewn across it. Wes looked like he was about to storm across the room, pick up his brother, and throw him and his dirty laundry out into the hallway, but I didn’t want him to cause a scene. It was Sawyer’s room too, after all, and I didn’t want him to feel uncomfortable in it because of me.

“How was the rest of your night at the Halloween carnival?” I asked Sawyer before Wes could make his move to kick him out.

“Well, everyone loved my costume,” Sawyer replied, totally unbothered by the fact he’d clearly interrupted us. “It makes me wonder why I even go to the gym. Obviously, my Sawyer magic affects the ladies no matter what I look like.”

“Sawyer magic?” I laughed. In an effort to match Wes’s Thor costume last night, Sawyer had dressed as the overweight version of the character from Avengers: Endgame. Clearly, it hadn’t affected his confidence with girls.

“Yeah, Sawyer magic, it’s a thing,” he replied.

“If you were so happy with your costume, why did I see you running round the carnival half naked?” Wes grunted. He was still glaring at his brother but seemed resigned to the fact he was here to stay.

“Well, I left my costume on for the dunking booth, and it got wet. It was so heavy I had to ditch it.”

“You walked around the carnival shirtless?” I asked. “It was so cold last night. Are you crazy?”

“It wasn’t that cold, and I had a cape,” Sawyer replied with a shrug. “Do you mind if I put the TV on? The guys are all watching some movie in the common room, but there’s a game on I want to watch.” Yep, Sawyer wasn’t going anywhere.

“I was just about to head off anyway,” I said.

“You don’t have to leave.” Wes looked disappointed.

“It’s okay. I should get back to my room. Cress might be wondering where I am.”

He followed me as I walked to the door and gathered me up in a warm hug. “Sorry about Sawyer. Let me know if you want to hang out tonight,” he said. “I can come to your room, or we can go for a walk. Whatever you want, I’m here.”

“Thanks,” I said. “But I think I’ll be okay. You’ve already made me feel a lot better, and I haven’t had a chance to do any homework yet this weekend with everything that’s been going on. We could do it together, but you’re somewhat of a distraction.”

“Only somewhat?”

I smirked and pushed him back into his room. “I’ll see you later.”

I let out a breath as I started back to my dorm. Wes might have made me feel better about things with Noah, but I was still missing my mom.

The rain hadn’t let up when I got outside and, even though I ran across the courtyard, the downpour soaked through my clothes quickly. Thankfully, the girls’ dorm wasn’t far.

I was almost to the front entrance when a high-pitched giggle rang through my ears. I saw two figures emerging from the building, and I froze as I realized it was Noah and Veronica.

Rain was pouring down around me, but my feet were pinned to the floor. Noah’s arm was effortlessly slung across the back of Veronica’s shoulders, and my blood turned to ice as she reached up and ran a hand through his hair.

I couldn’t look away. I couldn’t move at all. The way he hugged her close to him betrayed an intimacy that made my heart stop. I was furious with Noah after what he’d done last night, but my stomach still plummeted when I saw him with the girl he’d told me not to worry about.

What was his problem? First, he punched my father, and now he was moving on with Veronica of all people? She’d taken such pleasure in trying to destroy me this semester.

Noah had insisted there was nothing between them when he’d taken her to the White Ball instead of me at the start of the term. Had it all been a lie? Had I been so stupidly infatuated with Noah I hadn’t seen the truth? From the way he was looking at Veronica now, it certainly appeared so.

The hot anger I thought had cooled after my talk with Wes returned with a vengeance. I felt like a cornered alley cat, and it took everything in me not to bare my teeth and hiss at him. This boy had already caused me so much heartache, and now this?

I might have yelled at him, but shock stilled my tongue. I was so furious I was practically shaking, and I couldn’t get my thoughts in order quick enough to speak. It didn’t help that Veronica was still on his arm. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing they were getting to me.

When Noah’s eyes met mine, he held my gaze and seemed to smirk. His arm tightened around Veronica’s shoulders, and he pulled her slightly closer. Veronica followed suit, and the corners of her lips kicked up in a pleased smile, which she flashed in my direction as she gladly snuggled closer to Noah. They were just rubbing it in my face now.

“Today was fun.” Veronica raised her voice slightly, and I knew she was talking for my benefit.

“It was,” Noah agreed. “I’ll call you later.”

He lowered his lips to brush a kiss against her cheek, and I felt the freezing rain against my skin once again. The cold crept down my spine, and my wet clothes clung to me. It all seemed to hit me at once, and I wrapped my arms around my body as I shivered.

Veronica untangled herself from Noah and returned inside the girls’ dorm while Noah pulled the hood of his jacket over his head and started toward the boys’ building. He walked right past me without acknowledging my presence at all. I’d foolishly thought Noah might apologize the next time he saw me. That maybe by now he would have come to his senses and realized he’d acted completely out of line. But apparently, he had instead gone out in search of the next best way to hurt me.

I’d been willing to consider Wes’s advice to take the high road and forget about Noah. But, right now, that didn’t seem possible. Seeing Noah with Veronica had reignited my anger. And the more I thought about Noah punching my dad, the more I trembled with rage. Was he really not going to apologize to me? Why was he being so vindictive?

I whirled to face him. He was nearly at the entrance to his dorm, and I stormed across the courtyard after him. He was just about to pull the door open, but as I caught up with him, I placed my hand against it and slammed it shut.

“What is wrong with you?” I yelled.

He stepped back from me and slowly lowered his hood, lifting one eyebrow as he stared down at me. His eyes filled with judgment as he looked upon my drenched hair and clothes. “Jealousy isn’t a good look on you, Isobel.”

“Jealousy? I’m talking about you punching my father.”

He folded his arms across his chest. “He insulted my dad.”

“So? Do you solve all your problems with your fists now?” I shook my head as I stared at him.

“If you’re waiting for an apology, you’re not going to get one,” he said.

“I’m not the one you need to apologize to. You owe my father an apology.”

“That’s certainly not going to happen.”

“And what about Veronica? You two are suddenly together now?

“Like I said, jealousy isn’t a good look on you.”

I was so mad I had to clench my hands into fists to control myself.

“I don’t know what’s going on with you Noah, but I’m done. I thought you were different. But clearly you take right after your grandfather.”

He flinched a little, and his eyes briefly disconnected from mine. I wondered if my words had made him see sense, but he soon regained his composure. His back became rigid, and his expression turned cruel.

“Maybe I am.” He leaned in closer, towering over me, but I held my ground as I glared up at him. He was only inches away from me, and our chests were heaving with emotion. I knew Noah’s anger matched my own as he scowled down at me.

“What? Are you planning on punching me too?” I asked.

“You think I’m capable of punching you?”

“I don’t know what you’re capable of anymore. I thought I knew who you were, but I can see now I was wrong.”

We were still standing so close, and the air was charged with fire. Even when I hated him, there was an undeniable connection between us. I wished I could burn it away, along with every other emotion I felt when Noah was near.

“You believed what you wanted to believe about me,” he replied. “It’s not my fault you made me into some fairy-tale prince.”

“How could I have ever thought you were a prince when you’re so clearly the villain?” I replied.

Noah released a dry laugh and stepped away from me. “Finally, you’ve got it all figured out.”

The way he was looking at me, it was hard to believe he’d ever cared about me at all. “Just stay away from my family, Noah. Stay away from me.”

“That’s exactly what I’m trying to do.”

“Good.” I turned and started back out into the rain, my anger driving me away from Noah. He wasn’t the same boy I’d dated just a few weeks ago. He wasn’t even the same boy who’d broken up with me. He’d done it so reluctantly at the time, bowing to his grandfather’s wishes without a fight. Now he was physically attacking my family members and going out of his way to hurt me.

Something in him seemed to have changed. The line of division between us and our families was clearer than ever. Noah hated my family, and he hated me. I was more than happy to make the feeling mutual.






Chapter 2

The girls kept throwing me worried glances at breakfast the following morning. It was understandable seeing as Veronica was cuddled up next to Noah. No one other than Luther and Kaden ever sat at Noah’s table, so her presence at his side was essentially the dining hall equivalent of updating their Facebook status to “in a relationship.”

We weren’t the only ones watching them with curious eyes. Everyone in the room was captivated. I was trying my best not to look. No one wanted to witness their ex engaged in dining hall PDA. But it was almost impossible not to notice them when Veronica’s high-pitched giggle kept drifting across the room toward us.

“I honestly can’t believe they’re together,” Cress said. “Noah can’t stand Veronica. He’s been trying to avoid this for years.”

It was hard for me to believe too, but Noah had proven himself to be his grandfather’s little lap dog, so it wasn’t all that surprising. “The two of them deserve each other.”

“I guess Veronica and Noah are the least of your concerns after the weekend,” Anna said. I’d told the girls about Noah punching my dad when I’d returned to my room yesterday.

“Definitely,” I agreed. I’d struggled to get over Noah, but when a guy punched your father and dated your nemesis, it made you wonder what you saw in him in the first place.

Cress grimaced as she looked his way. “I honestly don’t know what’s going on with him,” she said, shooting me another worried look. I couldn’t tell if she was more concerned about me or Noah.

“Seriously, stop worrying,” I said. “I’m with Wes now, and I’m happy.” Being with Wes was light and easy, like a breath of fresh air after everything I’d been through with Noah. I often felt like I didn’t deserve him.

“Yeah, we can tell,” Cress said, relaxing slightly. “You guys are really good together.”

“Speaking of good together,” I replied. “I haven’t asked you about your Ferris wheel ride with Kaden yet. How was it?” I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten. It had completely skipped my mind thanks to all the drama with Noah.

“It was okay,” Cress said. “There’s not much to tell. We just chatted.”

“Really?” I found that hard to believe. Especially after he’d been so sweet at the kiss or scare booth, kissing the back of her hand and inviting her to join him on the Ferris wheel. It was so romantic.

“Yeah, don’t get me wrong, it was really nice,” Cress continued. “I just thought he might try and kiss me.” She sounded so disappointed. “And then after we got off the Ferris wheel, it turned totally awkward. He got a phone call, and he said he had to go. He left pretty quickly, and it felt like he couldn’t get away from me fast enough.”

“I’m sure he didn’t want to go,” I said.

“And what about the lack of kissing?”

“I told you already,” Anna said. “It’s Kaden. He’s pretty reserved and doesn’t really date. He probably just wants to take things slow.”

“Or maybe it took one spin on the Ferris wheel for him to realize he doesn’t like me that much,” Cress replied.

“No way,” Anna gasped. “How could he not like you? You’re the most likable person I know.”

“He’d have to be crazy not to like you,” I agreed.

“So, I guess that means he’s crazy.” Cress shrugged.

Kaden was a hard guy to read, but he definitely wasn’t crazy. He didn’t say much, and he usually sat back and allowed his friends to do most of the talking. I had a feeling Anna was right, and if he hadn’t been more forward with Cress, it was simply because that wasn’t his nature. It didn’t seem to matter how much we tried to reassure Cress though. She seemed convinced Kaden wasn’t into her.

“We’ll just have to wait until he asks you out again,” I said.

“Or you could cut to the chase and ask him…” Anna suggested.

“I’m not asking him out,” Cress gasped. “Not when he pretty much ran away from me like I was the most terrifying thing at the carnival. No, I don’t want to waste any more of my time waiting around for a guy who’s just not that into me.”

“I don’t think you should give up on Kaden completely,” I said. “He might surprise you.”

“Maybe,” she said. “But I’m not so sure.”

I felt a hand on my shoulder, and as I glanced up, I found Wes grinning down at me. He gave me a quick peck on the cheek before taking the spare seat at my side.

“How was practice this morning?” I asked.

“Hard.” He grimaced. “You’d think Coach would go easy on us since we won this weekend, but no such luck. My shoulders are killing me already. I’m probably going to be sore for days.”

“That’s what you get for exercising,” Anna said in a matter-of-fact voice.

Wes winked at her before focusing on me. “How was your night?” he asked. “Are you feeling any better?”

“I’m okay,” I said. “A little better after sleeping on it.” That wasn’t strictly true. After I left Wes’s room last night, Noah had reignited my anger to a whole new level, but I had calmed down a bit since then.

“That’s good.” He drew in a breath and looked like he was going to continue, but then he paused. I could tell there was something on his mind and he was carefully considering how to voice it.

“What is it?” I asked.

He exhaled loudly. “It’s Noah and Veronica. I didn’t know they were dating until this morning. I wanted to check how you’re feeling. Seeing them together, I mean.” He frowned as he spoke, and I could see how uncomfortable he was asking the question. I hated he felt he had to worry about how I might be feeling at the sight of my ex moving on.

“It’s news to all of us,” Anna said. I was relieved she’d been the one to speak first so I didn’t have to respond straightaway. I knew Wes was only asking me to be supportive. We’d both been through bad breakups recently, so he knew there was a chance it would be weird for me to see Noah and Veronica together. But the question felt loaded with pressure. There was only one way I could answer without hurting his feelings. Thankfully, after everything Noah had put me through, I didn’t have to lie.

“I’m okay,” I said. “We’re talking about a guy that punched my dad. Dating Veronica sounds like a suitable punishment for him.”

The tension released from Wes’ shoulders, and he smiled at me. “I’m glad to hear it,” he said. There was such a clear look of relief in his eyes it made me wonder just how anxious he was about my feelings toward Noah.

“So, I was thinking about our study session tonight,” Wes said, eager to get off the topic of my ex-boyfriend. “What do you think about ditching the library and coming to my room so we can get takeout delivered while we work? Sawyer’s got soccer practice, so we’ll have some peace.”

“Interesting. What kind of takeout are you thinking?”

“How about your favorite burgers…”

“Toddy’s?”

He grinned and nodded.

“I’m surprised you even had to ask.” I laughed. “That sounds perfect.”

The bell rang, and we started to gather our things to head to class. I said goodbye to Wes and Anna before heading off to English with Cress. I was looking forward to burgers for dinner, but I was most excited about getting some uninterrupted time with Wes. It was just what I needed.

“Are you sure you’re okay about Noah and Veronica?” Cress asked as we walked down the corridor to English. “It would be understandable if you weren’t.”

“I mean, I’m about as okay as I can be.” I let out a sigh. “Don’t get me wrong, it doesn’t sit right with me that he took her to the White Ball and said he didn’t have feelings for her. Clearly, he was lying. But I’m too mad at him for everything else to be upset by that.”

“I still don’t like it,” Cress said. “I just don’t understand why he’d start dating her now after rejecting her all these years.”

“It seems he’s fully embraced the dark side.” We walked a little farther down the hall before I continued. “Do you think it was weird that Wes asked me how I felt about Noah and Veronica?”

“I think he was just being thoughtful,” she said. “He knows what you’ve been through. He’s been through it too.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t know, it’s just strange talking about my ex-boyfriend with my current boyfriend.”

“Totally,” Cress agreed. “Maybe because you and Wes were friends first, he felt like he could ask you.”

“Yeah.”

“He also probably needed to ask. For him, I mean. I think Wes finds it hard where Noah’s concerned.”

“What do you mean?”

“He hasn’t said anything to me, but I just wonder if he struggles a bit. You guys were close friends when you were going out with Noah, so he knows how much he meant to you. It must be hard not to be jealous.”

“You think Wes is jealous?”

“I’m not saying he’s jealous of Noah exactly. But maybe of the connection you two had.” She shook her head. “We all saw how strong it was. And you and Wes are just starting out. It must be hard for him not to make comparisons. Like, how would you feel if Sarah went to school with us?” Cress was starting to rush over her words, like she was desperate to make herself clearer so I didn’t misunderstand. “Do you know what I mean? I’m not sure if this is coming out right.”

“No, that makes sense.” I fell silent as I considered her words. My relationship with Wes was so different from the one I’d had with Noah. That didn’t mean it wasn’t as good. It was better in so many ways.

“Do you think I need to talk to him about it?” I asked. “Try to reassure him?”

“I don’t know, maybe just give it time,” Cress replied. “Wes knew you were slowly getting over Noah when you started dating. I think this is all to be expected. I’m sure he’ll relax once he sees you’re not going anywhere.”

I smiled and nodded, but everything Cress said stuck with me during class. Was Wes really jealous of what I’d had with Noah? And what did I have to do to prove he had nothing to worry about?

*

I was still worrying about Wes as I went to my next class. I entered the math classroom and made my way to the back of the room to find my usual seat next to Luther and Kaden. I’d given up trying to sit somewhere else in the room because the two of them always found a way to drag me back there.

When I reached my seat, I went to pull it out, but Luther’s hand clamped down on my arm, stopping me.

“This seat is taken,” he said.

I stilled as I glanced at him. Luther was looking up at me, his face stone-cold as he returned my gaze. He had to be joking, right?

“Very funny, Luther.” I went to grab the seat again, but his hand on my arm didn’t move.

“Like I said, this seat is taken. Find somewhere else to sit, Isobel.”

Hearing him say my name made me realize he wasn’t kidding around. Luther always called me newbie. I didn’t think he’d ever used my actual name.

“What’s wrong, Luther?” I lowered my voice as I spoke.

“Nothing’s wrong. You just can’t sit with us anymore. Isn’t that right, Kaden?”

Kaden nodded but his gaze remained fixed on the front of the classroom. He refused to look my way.

“I thought we were friends,” I replied. Luther had definitely talked and joked with me like we were friends ever since I’d started at this school. Even when Noah and I broke up, Luther had still been his usual cheeky self to me.

I wasn’t sure why I was surprised though. Luther’s friendship had always felt unusual. He was one of the most popular guys at school and the best friend of my ex-boyfriend. He had no reason to want to hang out with me. Still, I couldn’t seem to wrap my head around his sudden change of heart.

“Why are you doing this?” I asked.

Luther grew tense, his lips forming a hard line as he stared back at me. “We had to pick a side. And, well…”

“You didn’t choose me,” I finished for him. Now it all made sense. This was coming from Noah. His vindictive streak against me was continuing. This time, he was isolating me from his friends. My friends. A part of me had worried this might happen eventually now we weren’t together. Luther and Kaden were Noah’s closest friends, so of course, they would choose him. But this way just felt spiteful.

I could sense hurt flashing across my eyes. I didn’t want Luther to know how much this was affecting me, so I quickly turned and made my way to a seat at the front of the room.

I should have been happy. Finally, I’d be able to get some actual work done in my math class. It was hard not to feel upset though. My friendship with Luther might not have made much sense to me, but I liked it. And Kaden had always been so kind to me. It almost hurt more to know that even he was following Noah’s orders.

If there was a silver lining to this situation, it was that Veronica had not arrived in time to see my confrontation with Luther. It would have been so much worse if she’d been here to witness the embarrassment of my rejection.

Still, when she entered the room and found me sitting in a different seat than usual, there was a satisfied glint in her eyes. She was obviously well aware I’d fallen out of favor with Kaden and Luther.

My day only grew worse from there. When I entered my business management class, I found Noah seated at the far back corner of the room. He usually sat right behind me, but today he’d moved himself as far away as possible. His nearness in this class had been driving me crazy for weeks, but it was like a slap across the face to see he’d moved. It was further confirmation he’d finally put our relationship firmly behind us. But it felt like even more than that. He seemed to be doing everything he could to entirely erase what we had.

He’d attacked my father because of his insulting comments, but I wasn’t sure what I’d done to turn him against me quite so completely. He was the one who deserved to be punished. Maybe seeing me go to my father’s aid on the weekend had settled it for him. Maybe that night had settled things for me too.

Noah didn’t acknowledge me as I sat down. Some guy who was wearing an overwhelming amount of aftershave had taken his regular spot. I spent most of class trying to breathe through my mouth to avoid the smell. Still, I preferred it to the constant tingles I used to get across the back of my neck whenever I felt Noah watching me in class.

I didn’t feel them now. Not once. There were no longing gazes. No lasting looks. It was like I didn’t exist to him anymore.

After class was over, Lily pulled me aside.

“So, Noah’s not sitting behind you anymore…”

“Seems so,” I agreed. “But, it’s for the best. We’re both moving on. It’s easier if we keep our distance.”

She frowned slightly. “Yeah, I guess.”

“What?” She seemed like she was holding something back.

“It’s nothing; this just feels so final, you know.”

“Him moving seats?”

She shook her head. “Well, no, not just that. He’s with Veronica now, and you’re with Wes.”

“That’s a good thing.”

“I know,” she quickly rushed to say. “But the way Noah used to look at you… It was the kind of thing you’d only read about in fairy tales.”

“He didn’t look at me like that,” I muttered.

“He did. He looked at you like you where the very thing his universe revolved around. It was kind of epic.”

“Well, we must have been an epic tragedy rather than an epic fairy tale because we were never going to work.”

“I guess so,” Lily said, somewhat reluctantly. “It just seems weird that he could turn that off so quickly.” She paused and shook her head. “But it’s great you have Wes now. He’s such a nice guy. I don’t think he’ll mess you around like Noah did.”

“Yeah, I don’t think he will either.” I agreed. How could he? Unless he too went to war with my family. I’d seen his father talking happily with mine at the carnival though, so I liked to believe we were good on that front.

“Are you studying in the library tonight?” Lily asked.

I was there almost every Monday night with Wes but not tonight. “Actually, Wes invited me to study in his room so we could get takeout.”

“Sounds romantic,” Lily said with a suggestive smile.

“It’s just studying.”

She tilted her head at me, looking thoroughly unconvinced. “Uh-huh.”

My cheeks flushed. “It is.”

“Okay, well, I’m off to meet Amber. Have fun studying with Wes.” She winked at me before taking off in the other direction.

“I will,” I called after her, a flurry of anticipation prickling my skin.

Maybe she had a point, and tonight would be a little romantic. Wes and I hadn’t had a chance to go on a proper date yet, so maybe this would be our first. There’d been so much to distract us since we’d first got together. Not to mention Sawyer’s constant interruptions. We might not have been calling tonight a date, but there would be food and we would finally be alone—it certainly sounded like a date.

Besides, if it was just studying, why was I so excited about it?






Chapter 3

I knocked lightly on Wes’s door, and it opened almost immediately. He looked relieved to see me standing there.

“Thank God,” he said. “Sawyer’s had girls banging on this door all afternoon.”

“Oh no, why?” I laughed as I followed him into the room.

“My family throws a charity gala every Thanksgiving and, apparently, he’s spread the word he’s looking for a date. Girls are coming here looking for him.”

“Why wouldn’t he just ask someone?”

“I think he wants multiple options to choose from.”

“That’s terrible.”

“That’s Sawyer,” Wes agreed. “Speaking of the gala. Would you like to be my date? It’s in New York. Maybe you could visit your dad at the same time.”

It sounded wonderful, but I found myself shaking my head. “I would love to, but I was thinking about planning a trip home for Thanksgiving to see my mom. I miss her so much, and I really want to spend the holiday with her.”

“Maybe she’d like to come too?” Wes suggested. “She’d be more than welcome.”

My cheeks warmed as I smiled at him. “That’s really kind of you to offer, but Mom always hosts a big Thanksgiving feast at the café. It’s a kind of a tradition.”

“Say no more.” He gave me an understanding smile. “I thought you might have family plans. But I wanted to make sure you knew you were invited.”

“Thanks.” Wes was sweet like that. I could tell he really wanted me to be there, but he didn’t hesitate to reassure me it was okay if I wasn’t. I wondered if Noah would have been just as understanding, but then I quickly ignored the unwelcome thought. I didn’t want to compare the two boys.

“The burgers are on their way,” Wes said. “I hope it’s okay, but I went ahead and ordered your usual cheeseburger. No pickles and extra fries, right?”

“That sounds perfect.” I had no idea Wes knew what I normally ordered, let alone that he’d remember it.

“I’ll never understand how you can like burgers without pickles, but I guess you had to have one fault.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “I’m sure that isn’t my only fault.”

“It’s the only one I’ve been able to find,” he said with a grin. “Now, do you want to get started on our homework or wait until we’ve eaten?”

He was stretching his arms as he spoke, and his face contorted in discomfort before he lifted a hand to rub his shoulder. He must have still been feeling sore after his early-morning rowing practice.

“We should probably start on our homework,” I said. “I have so many math problems to complete before class tomorrow. It’s almost like the teacher knew I had a study date with my boyfriend tonight and he wanted me to actually study. It was incredibly inconsiderate of him.”

“So rude.” Wes chuckled. “Okay, let’s get that out of the way then.”

I pulled out my books and sat on the bed next to Wes. I found it hard to focus on the equations though because Wes kept gripping and rubbing his shoulders. I could see he was uncomfortable, and I hated knowing he was in pain.

“How are your shoulders feeling?” I asked. “No better?”

“They are still ridiculously tight.” He winced again as he rolled his shoulders back and forth. “I could really do with a massage, but we don’t have a physio coming until Wednesday.”

“I could try to give them a massage, if you like…” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. Did I even know how to give a massage?

“Really?” Wes’s eyebrows lifted with surprise. “That would be amazing.”

“I mean, the key word here is try,” I said. “I have no idea how to give a proper massage. I might injure you further.”

He laughed. “I doubt that. I’m sure it will help.”

“Still, maybe I should get you to sign some kind of liability waiver first?”

“Don’t worry, I trust you.”

“I know you do, but I don’t want to be blamed for tragically ruining the career of a future Olympic rower in a freak massage accident.”

He chuckled again. “Surely you can’t be that bad.”

“Okay, well as long as you know the risks.”

“I do.” Wes nodded solemnly, like he was about to go into battle. “So, where do you want me?”

“Uh, maybe sitting on the edge of the bed?”

“Done.” He moved over to the edge of his bed, and I knelt on the mattress behind him.

I hesitated as I went to place my hands on his shoulders. I really didn’t know a thing about massages. I’d never even had one myself. I wasn’t sure what I’d been thinking by offering to give one to Wes. I supposed I’d just wanted to help him so he was no longer in pain. And I really hoped this did help. I’d feel terrible if it made his discomfort even worse.

My stomach dipped as I placed my hands on his shoulders. His body was warm to touch, and from this close, I could clearly smell the scent of his shampoo. It was a fresh and inviting smell with hints of peppermint. I hadn’t noticed when I’d first arrived, but soft music was drifting from a speaker on the other side of the room. The artist singing had a soothing voice, and the gentle thrumming of their guitar was perfectly relaxing.

Despite the calming atmosphere, I felt tense, and I was struggling to ignore the nerves thrumming through me. I closed my eyes, hoping that might help me scrounge up some unknown massage talent hidden deep within me. Unfortunately, I had no luck. I was certain I was doing it wrong. Wes’s shoulders were so firm and muscular it was hard to know if I was having any impact at all. It didn’t help that his shirt kept bunching in my grasp.

I let out a sigh and opened my eyes again, lowering my hands from him. “Your shirt is kind of getting in the way.” I had to think of some excuse for my pathetic massage skills, and that seemed as good as any.

Wes turned to look at me. “Are you trying to undress me, Isobel?”

As if I wasn’t already embarrassed enough, my cheeks betrayed me and flashed bright red. “I just think I’d do a better job without it.”

He shrugged and released a soft laugh. “Well, it felt pretty good to me, but I’m not going to complain if you want to try and make it even better.”

I shook my head, convinced he was just being polite.

Before I could say anything else, he pulled his shirt up and over his head, and I swallowed hard as I looked at him. His chest was tanned, and his muscles were large and smooth. I knew Wes was strong and athletic, but seeing him now, I imagined he could lift me up over his head using only one arm. My mouth went completely dry, and I had no idea how I was going to bring myself to touch him again. He didn’t look real. First, I’d offered to give him a massage, and now I’d made him take off his shirt—who was I, and what had I done with the real Isobel?

Wes glanced at me again as I hesitated. “Is this okay?”

“Yes.” I cleared my throat. “Of course. Sorry, I was just trying to figure out what exactly they’ve been feeding you at this school.”

“Well, my coach would tell you I sneak too much dessert, and Sawyer would tell you I eat like I’m no fun.” He gave an awkward laugh, and I wondered if he was just as nervous about being topless around me as I was. It probably didn’t help I was kneeling on the bed staring at him like I’d never seen a boy without a shirt on before.

The idea that it wasn’t just me who was a little tense in this situation made it easier to lower my hands to Wes’s shoulders once more. It was Wes I was massaging, after all. I could be totally relaxed around him. I could trust him.

Still, it was hard to convince the butterflies fluttering inside me to settle. I still had no idea what I was doing. The closest I’d ever come to a massage was kneading a ball of dough in my mom’s kitchen. It was a useless comparison though as there was absolutely nothing doughy about Wes’s back. And when he let out a small groan, my stomach dropped again in response. The sound was low and gravelly and far more intimate than I’d been ready for.

“It’s not too bad, is it?” I asked.

“Pretty sure it’s the opposite of bad,” Wes said. “It’s…”

I jumped as a loud knock sounded at the door. My hands instinctively lifted off Wes’s shoulders and hovered there for a second before dropping to my sides. He didn’t immediately move to answer the door though.

“Should we see who’s there?” I asked.

“I’m sure they’ll take the hint and leave.” Wes didn’t sound too hopeful, and he was quickly proved wrong when the knock sounded again. After a few seconds of silence, there was yet another knock. Wes sighed and pushed himself off the bed and walked over to the door. As he pulled it open, a girl came into view. Her eyes widened as she was confronted by Wes’s bare chest. The poor girl looked like she was about to have a heart attack. Me too, girl. Me too.

“Can I help you?” Wes asked.

“Oh, uh, yeah.” The girl blushed, but just as she was about to continue, her eyes drifted past Wes to where I was perched on his bed. She glanced between me and the half-naked boy standing in front of her, and I could practically hear the cogs whirring in her head. Whatever she had come to the twins’ room to say seemed to completely slip her mind when she saw me in the room with a shirtless Wes, and she stood there with her mouth hanging slightly open.

“Hello…?” Wes prompted the girl, and she seemed to snap out of her temporary trance with a shake of her head.

“Uh, I heard you were looking for a date to your family’s Thanksgiving gala—”

Wes cut her off. “If you can’t tell my brother and me apart, you’re probably not the girl Sawyer’s looking for,” he said.

“Oh.” Her eyebrows lifted. “You’re Wes.” Her eyes dragged longingly over his chest once more, and again she seemed to briefly forget why she had come to the room in the first place.

“Yep, I’m Wes. Sawyer’s at soccer practice, so maybe try him there.” Wes’s response was a clear signal for the girl to leave. She nodded, but as he closed the door on her, her gaze flicked to meet mine once more. Just before it slammed shut, I could have sworn a wry smile was pulling at her lips.

“Sorry about that,” Wes said, turning to face me.

I shook my head. “I’m sorry for you. Have they all been like that?”

“Pretty much,” he said. “Though at least the others knew which twin they were talking to.”

“And are you sending them all down to the soccer pitch?”

“Yeah.” He smirked. “It’s probably going to be mayhem there, isn’t it?”

“Probably,” I agreed. I could picture the crowd of girls standing on the sidelines waiting for Sawyer. It would probably be his dream come true.

“Maybe we should have met up in your room tonight,” Wes said as he came to join me on the bed once more. “It’s hard to relax with the constant interruptions. If it’s not Sawyer barging in, it’s one of his fangirls.”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “Although, I’m a little nervous about having a boy in our dorm these days. Our dorm mom warned us we’d have to clean the boys’ bathrooms for a week if any of you guys were caught in our rooms after curfew.”

“Really?” Wes looked genuinely shocked by the idea.

“Yeah. I know it’s not close to curfew now, but I really don’t want to clean the boys’ bathrooms.”

Wes laughed. “I wouldn’t want to do that either. But, just so you know, if that does ever happen, I’d do all the cleaning for you. No way am I letting you near the bathrooms in this place. They’re disgusting.”

“I wouldn’t make you do that.”

“It’s okay. I might have other motives.” He grinned. “Getting caught in your room after curfew wouldn’t be the worst thing.”

He leaned across to me and pressed his lips gently against mine. It was a soft kiss, but it was hard not to feel slightly lightheaded, and I rested my hands on his bare chest to help me keep my balance.

He pulled me closer, and our kiss became stronger as I slid my arms around him. I was suddenly very aware he was topless and we were on his bed. It felt like we were about to fall back against the pillows, and the idea made my heart flip.

A knock shook the door once again. Wes and I both turned on it and shouted at the same time. “He’s not in here!”

We listened in silence for a response and eventually heard whoever was out in the hall move away from the door. When we looked back at each other, we couldn’t help but laugh.

“Maybe this is a sign that we should just go to the library and do our homework,” I said.

Wes started to frown and then shook his head. “No, I’m not letting Sawyer ruin our night.”

He moved over to his desk and stared scribbling on a piece of paper before grabbing a roll of Scotch tape.

“What are you doing?” I asked as he pulled the door open and taped the paper across the front of it. I laughed when he stood back to reveal what he’d written. “Sawyer’s not here. You can find him on the soccer pitch,” I read out loud.

“Do you think it will work?” Wes asked.

“It’s pretty clear, so I hope so.” I smiled.

“I hope so too.” Wes closed the door and made his way back to the bed. “Where were we?”

He sat back down on the bed beside me and reached up a hand to lightly cup my face. My lips quivered in anticipation, and my head felt dizzy. He started to lean toward me, but the bedroom door rattled again as another visitor banged on it from outside.

“Read the sign,” Wes called out over his shoulder, his eyes still locked on to mine.

“Uh, Wes, it’s me.” A guy’s voice came from the hallway. “I’ve got those burgers you asked me to pick up…”

“Ah.” Wes’s shoulders fell slightly as he realized he needed to answer the door. This time, he grabbed his shirt and pulled it over his head. My heart sank as it felt like the moment between us had definitely now passed.

When Wes reached the door he didn’t open it wide enough for me to see who was on the other side, but I could clearly hear them talking.

“Thanks for getting these, man,” Wes said.

“No problem. Like I told you, I was headed to Toddy’s anyway. I’ll see you at practice in the morning.”

“See you then.”

Wes closed the door and shrugged as he turned to show me the brown paper Toddy’s bag. “I guess that wasn’t the worst interruption. You hungry?”

“Sure.” I smiled, but it was hard not to be a little disappointed. With the taste of Wes still lingering on my lips after the kiss we hadn’t been able to finish, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to enjoy my Toddy’s burger quite as much as usual.

We sat on the bed with our burgers, and while I usually liked to savor Toddy’s food, tonight I was eating very quickly. The thought of getting to kiss Wes again was probably speeding me up, and I only hoped I wasn’t making so much mess he’d be put off the idea of kissing me completely. In the end, it didn’t matter, because by the time we were finished, Sawyer had returned from soccer practice. It seemed as though our kisses were done for the night.

“What’s this on the door?” Sawyer laughed as he entered the room. “Is this why there was a cheer squad of hotties squealing my name at practice tonight?”

“There were too many girls calling on you here,” Wes replied. “It got so annoying I figured I’d send them to find you.”

“Good thinking.” Sawyer grinned. “I’ve got a tough decision to make before the gala. Any advice, brother?”

“Yep,” Wes replied. “Don’t ask me.”

Sawyer chuckled as he collapsed onto his bed and made himself comfortable.

“I guess you’ve already helped enough,” he continued. “I can’t say I didn’t enjoy it, but dodging girls after training was harder than the session itself. I’m exhausted. What have you two been up to?”

Wes and I glanced at each other, not sure what to say. We’d been up to a few things I doubted Sawyer wanted to hear about.

“Uh, studying,” I answered.

“Yeah, we were thinking about heading to the library,” Wes added. He seemed annoyed with his brother for interrupting us yet again and, apparently, he had finally given up trying to ensure we had a bit of privacy.

I nodded. “Yeah, the library sounds great.”

Wes and I gathered our things and were out the door before Sawyer could go into any more detail about the selection process for his gala date.

Neither of us spoke as we walked through the dorm, out into the courtyard and made our way to the library. The evening had been a bit of a roller coaster. I’d really enjoyed hanging out with Wes. I always did. But we didn’t seem to be able to get more than a few minutes alone in this place. He seemed disappointed our study date hadn’t been very successful. So was I.

Just as we reached the entrance to the library, I stopped, reached out to take Wes’s hand and turned him to face me.

“What?” he asked

“I just wanted to say thanks for tonight. I know we didn’t get to spend all that much time alone, but I liked getting to hang out just the two of us.”

“I’m sorry we keep getting interrupted,” Wes said. “I didn’t get to kiss you nearly as much as I would have liked tonight.”

“There’s still time,” I said before I reached up and brushed my lips against his. He smiled as we kissed, and although it wasn’t quite as hot as the one we’d shared in his room, it still sent butterflies swirling in my stomach.

“Hmm.” Wes rumbled. “Maybe I should just go back and kick Sawyer out of our room.”

I laughed lightly and took his hand before leading him into the library. For a Monday night, it was pretty busy. It seemed like half the school was here trying to catch up on work. We were now well into the school year, so assignments and homework had been starting to build up. Still, Wes and I managed to find a spare study table. It was a quiet spot, but as I pulled my books out of my bag, the sound of whispering caused me to turn.

A group of girls sitting a few tables away were giggling about something. As I looked at them, I realized they were all watching me. One of the girls caught my eye, and I recognized her as the one who’d come to the twins’ room looking for Sawyer. The one who had seen Wes without his shirt on while I sat on his bed behind him. When she saw me watching her, she and all the girls quickly turned away, but I could still hear them whispering and giggling quietly.

I hadn’t been at Weybridge Academy long, but it had been enough time for me to learn how quickly gossip spread in this place. Clearly, this girl thought she’d stumbled upon some pretty juicy gossip after finding me on Wes’s bed. I tried my best to ignore her. Wes and I hadn’t been doing anything I should be embarrassed about. I knew that wouldn’t matter though. Once Weybridge Academy decided something was worth gossiping about, there was nothing you could do to stop it.






Chapter 4

By the next morning, I was once again the talk of the school. Everyone was discussing how I’d been found in a compromising position in Wes’s bedroom. I honestly couldn’t understand why people cared, and the speed at which the gossip seemed to travel around the entire school was shocking. I also couldn’t understand why I seemed to be the only one being judged for it. Girls gave me harsh looks and whispered about me behind my back while simultaneously talking openly about how good Wes looked without a shirt on. It was totally unfair.

A few people felt brave enough to ask me about it directly, and I bluntly told them nothing had happened even though it was none of their business. I’d also explained that to Cress and Anna and although I didn’t ask them to, they’d told everyone they could that it was just a silly rumor. Unfortunately, that did little to help. Instead, the rumor seemed to morph and change, like it was resisting my attempts to kill it. The next day, people were instead talking about how the rumor couldn’t be true because Wes and I lacked chemistry. I honestly felt like I couldn’t win.

Thankfully, it all blew over quite fast, and by the weekend people mostly seemed to have forgotten there was anything to talk about in the first place. Still, I didn’t think I was ever going to get used to the way people at Weybridge loved to talk.

The arrival of the weekend also meant it was time for my driving lesson. I was beginning to dread my Saturday mornings. Despite the handful of lessons I’d had so far with my instructor, I felt like my driving confidence was only plummeting lower. Today was no exception, and my lesson had been another disaster. I hadn’t even pulled the car out of the parking space.

I’d been far too nervous as the parking lot was so busy. There seemed to be a constant stream of cars coming and going or people walking through the lot. There was a minibus parked awkwardly in front of one building taking up half the road, and a couple of guys were standing in the middle of the tarmac throwing a football. How was I supposed to feel confident I wouldn’t get into an accident when the place was crawling with hazards?

My poor instructor had spent the entire lesson trying to encourage me to take the car out of park. Whatever my father was paying the man, he probably needed to double it. He had the patience of a saint.

After my lesson, I walked from my car, trying my best not to cry. I didn’t know why I freaked out so much when I tried to drive. It’s not like my accident had been bad. My mom’s car had barely been dented, and I’d thankfully missed the dog that had run out in front of me. But for some reason, my mind always jumbled and my whole body tensed whenever I fastened my seat belt and placed my hands on the wheel.

My spirits lifted slightly when I saw Wes at the far end of the parking lot standing by the minibus that had contributed to my terrible driving lesson. He was with the rest of the rowing team who had a regatta at another school that weekend. They were preparing to leave, and it looked like I was just in time to see him off.

When he saw me approaching, he tossed the bag he was carrying into the luggage hold and walked over to meet me.

“Hey, how was the lesson?”

“It was awful.”

“That bad?”

“I didn’t even take the handbrake off.”

He drew me in for a hug and gently rubbed my arm. “I’m sure you’ll do better next time. You just need more practice.”

“Yeah, maybe.” It was hard not to be disheartened though. Especially when it already felt like I was getting worse with each lesson. I didn’t really want to keep talking about it though. Not when Wes was going to be gone all weekend. I stepped out of his grasp and attempted to sound a little more positive. “Are you ready for the regatta?”

“Yeah, the bus is about to leave.”

“I can’t believe you’ll be gone all weekend.”

“I know. I’m going to miss you.”

“Yeah, me too. I guess it gives me a chance to catch up on some homework.”

“Are you calling me a bad influence?” He grinned.

“Maybe.”

“I’m crushed.” He held a hand to his chest but was still smiling. “Well, I’ll be back to influencing you badly tomorrow night.”

“Thank goodness.”

The minibus rumbled to life, and Wes glanced over his shoulder. “I should probably get going.”

I somehow managed to force out a smile even though I didn’t want him to leave. “Good luck with your race.”

“Thanks.” He leaned down to brush a quick kiss against my lips. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

“See you then.”

He returned to his teammates, who were still loading bags into the luggage hold. I sighed as I watched him go. He would only be gone for one night, but I was going to miss having Wes around. Especially when my weekend had already started terribly.

I turned to leave but paused when I saw Noah on the path behind me. He was waiting by the curb, a large backpack slung over his shoulder as he stared out at the parking lot. He was close enough he easily could have overheard my conversation with Wes. But since he wasn’t focused on me, I hoped that meant he hadn’t been listening.

I straightened my spine as I went to walk past him. I didn’t want to be within a hundred feet of the guy, but I wasn’t going to go out of my way just to avoid him—I refused to let him have that power over me.

I assumed he wouldn’t even acknowledge my presence seeing as that seemed to be his mission in life at the moment. But as I approached, he glanced at me and smirked. The sight of that knowing smile on his lips made me shudder with agitation. I had no idea what had prompted his gloating look, and I didn’t want to know. Well, rather, I shouldn’t want to know.

I was supposed to be taking the high road where Noah was concerned. So, I tried my best to pretend I hadn’t noticed him. To act like my anger toward him wasn’t bubbling just under my skin. But the closer I got to him, the more I found myself tormented by his stupid smile and questioning what had prompted it when he usually seemed so set on ignoring me.

I was about to walk past him. I was almost free. But as I thought about the relief I’d feel once I was far away from him, I realized it would only be short-lived. I was probably going to be thinking about what Noah’s stupid smirk meant all weekend.

“What is it?” I turned on him before I’d fully thought it through. I should have been the bigger person. I should have ignored him. But I was now
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