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        She’s a free spirit. He’s bound by the rules. A school trip is going to change everything.
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        * * *

      

      Gracie Porter was born an artist. But then her mom goes back to work and Gracie suddenly finds herself taking care of her six younger siblings, with no time for herself. When Gracie is offered a spot on a weeklong school trip, she jumps at the chance. She didn’t count on the cute, but nerdy, Markus Brown being there as well.

      

      Markus Brown is too smart for his own good. At least, that’s how everyone else sees him. In reality, he’s living the life his father paved for him. When Markus ends up on the same school trip as Gracie, his secret crush, he finally feels like he has permission to be himself, and to go after the girl of his dreams. But he’s been entrenched in his father’s thinking far too long, and there are some old habits that won’t die without a fight.

      

      Gracie and Markus have one week to open their hearts, learn to trust each other, and realize that life is better when they don’t try to do it alone.
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      Gracie ran after her five-year-old brother, his shirt hanging from her hand. “Noah, the bus comes in ten minutes. You have to be dressed.”

      He looked back over his shoulder and yelled, “I’m not going.”

      This wasn’t going to work. He was too fast, and she had lunches to make. Gracie wiped sweat from her brow. Ever since her mom had started working again, it had been up to Gracie to help her brothers and sisters get ready for school, but they didn’t listen to her like they did their mom. Thankfully, she’d already gotten the three older boys on the bus that would take them to the middle school. She just had Noah and her two sisters to worry about now.

      “Fine, don’t go to school,” Gracie said, and she hurried into the kitchen to make the usual ham and cheese sandwiches. It was all she had time for.

      Noah walked in slowly, and she noticed him watching curiously as she worked. “I don’t have to go?” he finally asked.

      “Nope. You can stay here. By yourself. With no one to take care of you,” Gracie said, placing the sandwiches in bags. She hoped that he hadn’t learned about reverse psychology from their other siblings.

      Noah retreated from the kitchen, looking slightly worried.

      Gracie pulled a stepstool in front of the pantry so she could reach the individually wrapped cookies on the top shelf. Her mom had intended to keep the lunch treats out of reach of the younger kids but hadn’t accounted for Gracie’s lack of height. She was just under five feet tall, despite both of her parents towering above her at six feet. Gracie blamed her grandmother for her short genes.

      Three lunches later, Gracie stood in the living room. She placed two fingers in her mouth and whistled. Immediately, pounding footsteps came from upstairs. Noah and their seven-year-old twin sisters appeared. Apparently, the thought of staying home alone had been enough for Noah to finish getting himself dressed. Thank goodness for that.

      The bus pulled up just as Gracie ushered them outside. The twins were just about to follow Noah up the bus steps when Gracie noticed that neither girl was wearing shoes. Groaning, she called for them to wait, then sprinted back inside. Gracie grabbed two pairs of sandals, hoping they belonged to the twins, then ran back outside. Ignoring the impatient glare of the bus driver, she shoved the shoes into the girls’ outstretched hands, and they hurried up the steps. Gracie waved until the bus had pulled away, then chanced a glance at her phone.

      7:45.

      Crap. She was going to be late.

      Gracie ran back inside and shoved a ham and cheese sandwich into her own backpack. She looked in the mirror and realized she’d forgotten to get dressed. Or brush her hair. Or teeth.

      She grabbed the first thing she saw in the closet, threw her unruly red hair up into a ponytail, then grabbed a piece of gum as she ran out the door. This would be the fifth time she was late this month. Mrs. Krump was not going to be happy with her.
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        * * *

      

      Gracie forced herself to drive the speed limit, but as soon as she parked in the high school’s parking lot, she grabbed her backpack and sprinted inside. She didn’t even take the time to visit her locker but ran straight to class.

      When Gracie slipped through the classroom door and hurried to her seat, Mrs. Krump paused and waited for Gracie to get settled.

      “Again?” Mrs. Krump asked, an eyebrow raised.

      “Sorry,” Gracie said, slightly breathless. “It won’t happen again.”

      Mrs. Krump crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s what you say every time. And I don’t foresee you breaking the habit any time soon.”

      Gracie could have launched into a lengthy explanation about her mother starting back at work now that the youngest was in school, and about Gracie needing to help out a lot more with her six younger siblings than she had during the previous semester. It was taking its toll. Gracie hadn’t told anyone how hard it had been for her. Her parents were under enough stress as they figured out this new phase of life, not to mention raising seven kids. Her mom came home exhausted each night and barely had enough energy to make dinner. Gracie would feel guilty if she complained to her parents about it interfering with her social life, or how she barely had time to get her homework done because she was too busy helping everyone else with theirs.

      Gracie didn’t tell Mrs. Krump all of that. Instead, she let her gaze drop and said, “I’m doing my best.”

      “I’m sure you are, but it seems to me you need a little extra motivation,” Mrs. Krump said. “I’d like you to come up with a plan for how you are going to make it to school on time.”

      Gracie nodded.

      “In detention.”

      Her gaze snapped back up. She couldn’t have detention; she needed to meet her siblings as they came off the bus. “I’d rather do something else,” she said. “An extra assignment, maybe?”

      “You have somewhere more important to be?” Mrs. Krump asked.

      Gracie released a long breath. “Yes, ma’am, I do.”

      Mrs. Krump must have seen the panic that Gracie was trying to keep at bay, because she studied Gracie for a moment before tilting her head to the side. “All right. A five-page paper on how punctuality is an important skill to master. Give examples from important historical events.”

      The others in the class gaped. Mrs. Krump was notorious for sending students to detention, and she’d never let anyone off the hook. She never took pity. As far as Gracie knew, she was the first.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Gracie whispered, relief flooding through her. Now if only she could find the time to do the five-page paper, along with the rest of her homework.

      The rest of class sped by, probably because Gracie was half-asleep for most of it. She could barely keep her eyes open. Man, it had only been a month since her mom started her job. How was Gracie going to manage this? She was only a junior…could she keep this up for another year and a half? It wasn’t until the bell rang and Mrs. Krump called for their homework to be placed on her desk that Gracie managed to wake up. She opened her backpack, grateful that she’d at least been able to get this assignment done. She tried not to think of all the others she was behind on.

      “Where is it?” she murmured, searching through her bag. Oh, shoot. It must still be on her desk at home. In her rush, she had forgotten it. Gracie waited until the rest of the students left to approach Mrs. Krump, who was leaning against her desk, her feet crossed at the ankles.

      “Do you have your assignment?” she asked, peering over her long nose. The way she said it, she must have known that Gracie didn’t.

      “Yes,” Gracie said. “Er, I mean, I completed the assignment.”

      Mrs. Krump extended her hand. “Well, give it here. You don’t want to be late for your next class as well.”

      “The thing is…I left it at home. Can I bring it tomorrow? Or e-mail it to you?” Gracie’s muscles tightened, awaiting Mrs. Krump’s answer.

      After a long silence, she asked, “You knew it was due at the end of class today, correct?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Which is why I did it last night.”

      “And yet…” Mrs. Krump trailed off and gave a small shrug.

      “Please,” Gracie said. “It’s sitting on my desk. If you’d just let me e-mail it to you as soon as—”

      Mrs. Krump interrupted her. “Responsibility is something you’ve been lacking recently, Miss Porter.” Her gaze softened, taking Gracie by surprise. “Is everything all right at home?”

      Gracie wasn’t sure how to answer. No, things were chaotic and stressful, and she felt like she was losing her mind. But she wasn’t going to bare her soul to the most feared teacher in school. “Yes. Fine.”

      Mrs. Krump didn’t look like she believed her, and her gaze lingered on Gracie just a few moments too long. Finally, she looked away. “I need to be fair to all of the students who turned their assignments in on time. I can’t make an exception for you simply because you forgot. It’s time you started learning the value of consequences. I think I was too lenient when I offered you an extra assignment in lieu of detention.”

      “No, you weren’t,” Gracie said quickly. “The paper will give me a lot to think on.”

      “I hope so,” Mrs. Krump said. She walked around her desk to where her chair was. “But I will still need to give you a zero on your missed assignment.”

      Gracie was ready to protest, but before she had the chance, someone else stepped up to the desk beside her.

      “I know Gracie, and she must have had a good reason to not have the assignment with her today,” a boy said. He was cute, but a little too put together. His sandy blond hair looked like it had just been cut, and the way he held himself, Gracie could have easily mistaken him for a teacher if he didn’t look so young.

      Gracie glanced between the boy and Mrs. Krump. An air of familiarity permeated the space between the two. He seemed to know the history teacher well.

      “I don’t recall inviting you into this conversation,” Mrs. Krump said, sitting down, but her lips pulled into a half-smile.

      Whoa. If it had been Gracie who had interrupted, she’d already have detention for a week.

      “You’re right. I’m overstepping my bounds. But maybe if she has the assignment to you first thing in the morning, you could just drop a letter grade?”

      Mrs. Krump steepled her fingers together, then turned to Gracie. “All right. If you can manage to deliver your assignment fifteen minutes before your first class, I’ll only drop your grade by ten percent.”

      Gracie swallowed hard. How was she going to get to school at the same time she was putting her younger siblings on the bus? “About the e-mail option…”

      “I’m old-school, Miss Porter. I like to be able to physically write on your assignments. Hand delivered first thing in the morning.” The bell rang, and Mrs. Krump shook her head. “You’re late. Again. I suggest you get a move on.”

      Gracie groaned in frustration and hurried from the room. She’d just have to take that zero, because she didn’t see how she could turn in her assignment that early.

      “No ‘thank you’?” The boy was speed-walking alongside Gracie.

      “You only delayed my punishment,” Gracie said, unsure how this boy knew her name or why he was attempting to help her. She glanced over at him and realized she was able to look him in the eyes. He was as short as she was.

      “It’s already done, right? Isn’t that what you said?”

      Gracie wondered if he was following her or if he had a class in this direction. She chose not to answer him, but instead quickened her pace. She really didn’t want to get into the details of her life with this guy.

      “Missing out on an extra fifteen minutes of sleep isn’t going to kill you,” he continued. “I’m always here at least thirty minutes early.”

      “Good for you.”

      “I’m able to focus better in class when I don’t feel rushed. You should try it.”

      Didn’t the guy realize she didn’t want to talk? Why was he still here?

      Gracie turned down the hallway where her science class was. The mysterious guy turned with her.

      “Are you following me?” she asked, feeling suddenly bold.

      The boy glanced at her. “My class is three doors down.”

      Heat crept into Gracie’s cheeks. Of course he wasn’t following her.

      Gracie tried to think of something to say that would help relieve the awkwardness she’d created. Maybe she should thank him for trying to help her.  He hadn’t realized that the stipulation he’d suggested to Mrs. Krump was impossible for Gracie to accomplish. She ran out of time, however, and she turned through the open door of her chemistry class, only pausing to briefly glance back over her shoulder.

      The boy’s gaze met hers, but he hurried down the hall toward his own class before Gracie could make anything of it.
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      For the first time ever, Markus wasn’t able to concentrate in his physics class. His teacher had asked him a question, and Markus had no idea what. It turned out it had been a simple question that he could have easily answered, but his mind was elsewhere.

      Ever since he had met Gracie at a New Year’s Eve party the previous month, he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her. As soon as he’d left the party, he’d looked her up on social media. Markus wasn’t stalking Gracie or anything creepy like that. He was just curious about who her friends were and what type of music she liked…and if she had a boyfriend. He had been relieved when it appeared she wasn’t currently dating anyone. Markus had also been surprised. Who wouldn’t want to spend all their time around someone like her? Her laugh was infectious, and she had a carefree and optimistic vibe about her.

      Well, usually. Not this morning.

      When Markus had seen Gracie with Mrs. Krump, she had looked so sad. Like she might be on the verge of tears. He couldn’t leave her like that, not when he might be of some help. He had a positive relationship with Mrs. Krump and had thought his opinion might mean something.

      Except, Gracie hadn’t seemed grateful when he had spoken on her behalf. He’d just saved her from receiving a zero on an assignment she’d already done, but she’d acted like it didn’t matter.

      Of course, it seemed clear now that Gracie had no idea who he was. Their brief meeting at the party hadn’t affected her like it had him. That was a bit disappointing, but not exactly a surprise.

      Markus thought on this for the rest of the morning. When lunchtime came, he grabbed his brown paper sack from his locker. He wished the weather was nice enough that he could eat under the large oak tree behind the school; however, considering it was only February and he was unfortunate enough to live in Lakeview, Minnesota, the air was still bitter cold and frozen snow still covered the ground.

      Markus decided to take his lunch to Mrs. Krump’s classroom instead. He didn’t feel like eating in the cafeteria alone, despite being surrounded by people. Besides, Mrs. Krump always had interesting stories that helped pass the time while he ate.

      Markus was lost in his thoughts when he rounded a corner and nearly ran into Alexa Parker. His lunch fell from his grasp as Alexa stumbled over him. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said.

      She rewarded him with a large smile. “Hey, Mark.” She bent down, picked up his lunch bag and handed it back to him.

      He and Alexa had worked together building a home through a local charity organization, and since then, he’d thought of her as the closest thing he had to a friend. Markus was about to ask if maybe he could eat with her, but then realized she wasn’t alone. Her boyfriend, Charlie, stood nearby, as did three other girls. Two of them looked vaguely familiar, but then his gaze landed on the third.

      Gracie.

      Markus mumbled something about having something he needed to do, but Alexa touched his sleeve before he could hurry off.

      “We’re just heading to lunch. Would you like to join us?”

      Markus stared, unsure what to say. He had convinced himself that he enjoyed eating with teachers. It was fun. Right?

      Who was he kidding?

      Markus glanced at Gracie. Her lips pulled up into a half-smile. It made his breathing shallow, and he didn’t need any more convincing than that.

      “Yeah, okay.”

      Markus trailed behind the group, still not quite feeling a part of it, and he wondered if he’d made a mistake. To his surprise, Gracie slowed her pace to match his.

      “I feel that I owe you an apology,” she said after a moment.

      Markus’s head snapped up, and he met her gaze. “For what?”

      “That was really nice of you, sticking up for me with Mrs. Krump. I wasn’t very nice back.” Her gaze dropped, making her appear shy.

      “It wasn’t a big deal,” Markus said.

      Gracie watched her feet as they entered the cafeteria. “No one else would have done it.”

      Alexa, Charlie, and the other two girls jumped into line for their food, but Gracie instead walked toward a table in a back corner.

      “Aren’t you going to get lunch?” Markus asked.

      “I brought my own.”

      Markus followed her, hoping she wouldn’t mind. Alexa had invited him to eat with them, after all. Gracie sat down and pulled a sandwich out of her backpack. It didn’t seem like enough, but rather than point that out to her, he pulled out an orange and a bag of chips from his own bag and placed them next to her on the table.

      “Would you like these? I always pack extras.”

      Gracie chewed on her lip, like she wasn’t sure what to make of the gesture. “Thanks,” she finally said, picking up the orange, but then avoided his gaze as she took her sandwich out of its plastic bag. They ate in silence for a moment before she looked up. “I’m Gracie, by the way.”

      “I’m Markus.” He tried his best to mask his disappointment. They had already introduced themselves a month earlier.

      “Have we met before?” Gracie asked, starting to peel the orange Markus had given her. “I mean, before this morning?”

      Markus hesitated. Should he admit that he remembered the exact time and place? “You do seem familiar. Could have been at a New Year’s Eve party I went to.” Because he was cool like that. Gracie didn’t need to know that it was the only New Year’s Eve party he had ever been to, and he’d only stayed for twenty minutes.

      Gracie tilted her head. “Maybe. I was just trying to figure out why you’ve gone out of your way to help me today.”

      She really didn’t remember him. At. All. Even when Markus had told her exactly where they’d met. His heart slid further into his stomach and he looked away.

      “Mrs. Krump is all bark, but most people don’t know that,” he said.

      Grace snorted, like she didn’t believe him. “I don’t know about that. Almost everyone I know has been in detention at least once because of her.”

      “She’s just trying to help.”

      “Are you sure you aren’t a teacher in disguise?” Grace asked. She gave a small laugh, but it seemed more like she was uncomfortable.

      Great. He’d done it again. He was his father’s son, more than he’d like. In ten years, he’d probably have his PhD…and an ex-wife. Just like his dad.

      “No, I’m just good at playing the system,” Markus said, trying to sound more like a normal teenager. “You play to their egos, and they make life easier for you. That’s all.”

      “Okay,” Gracie said, though she didn’t look entirely convinced.

      Anyone who knew Markus for more than five minutes wouldn’t believe a word he’d just uttered. But the funny thing was, it was completely true. The problem was, he played the system so well that he was now on track to go to a university he knew he would hate, for a degree that was going to make him miserable. His father had been priming Markus his whole life.

      And now Markus was stuck.
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      What a strange boy. Cute, sure. But a bit on the weird side. Gracie had never met someone her age who would defend Mrs. Krump, who was notorious for torturing teenagers with what she referred to as ‘life lessons.’ Thankfully her best friends Sandra and Amanda joined her and Markus, followed quickly by Alex and Charlie.

      “Anyone want to go to a movie this afternoon?” Amanda asked while stabbing a fork into the humongous salad in front of her.

      “I’m in,” Sandra said. She adjusted spiked bracelets on her wrists before she chugged down her chocolate milk. A few drops fell onto her skull-and-crossbones T-shirt, but she didn’t seem to care as she wiped at the spot with the back of her hand. Her long hair fell forward and covered the damp area.

      “Can we count on you two?” Amanda asked, waving her fork at Alex and Charlie.

      They shared a quick look before they both shook their heads.

      “Sorry, I have a ton of homework,” Alex said, giving an apologetic shrug.

      “And I need to practice my saxophone,” Charlie said.

      Amanda raised an eyebrow. “Is this your way of telling us that you need your ‘alone’ time? Alex, you’ve already gotten into your pre-med program at Jon Hopkins, and Charlie, you just got your acceptance letter to the Peabody Institute. You’re seniors. What you do now doesn’t matter. If you want to stay home and make out, just say so. At least someone is getting some action around here.”

      Alex gaped and her cheeks flushed. “No, I really do have a project that I have to get done. I still have to send in my final transcripts, you know.”

      “And things are only going to get tougher once I start my music program. I need to be on my A game,” Charlie said, his ears blazing red. Gracie thought it was hilarious that they were the only things that changed color when he was embarrassed.

      “Uh-huh,” Amanda said, clearly not believing them. “I’ve heard it all before.” She turned to Markus. “What about you?”

      Markus choked on the piece of orange he had just placed in his mouth. “Me?”

      “Sure. You like movies, right?”

      For some reason, he looked at Gracie, as if she had the answer to whether he wanted to go or not. When Gracie didn’t say anything, Markus turned his attention back to Amanda. “Um…maybe. What movie are you going to see?”

      “I’m thinking either a romcom or that new horror flick that everyone’s been freaking out about.”

      Sandra scrunched up her nose. “Ugh, you know I can’t handle horror.”

      Gracie tried not to laugh at Markus’s surprised expression. On first glance, Sandra seemed like horror would be all she was interested in, considering her gothic attire. But Sandra wasn’t obsessed with the occult or spirits or anything that could be classified as creepy. And the only gothic art she had on her
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