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    Introduction 
 
      
 
    We had it all until we didn’t. 
 
    Nate Ryder has been the center of my world for the past few months. He’s cared for me, cherished me, and shown me a love I never even imagined could be real. 
 
    He was my rock when my father left and my voice when I didn’t have one. He was once my bully but now holds my heart in the palm of his hands, along with it, the power to destroy me. 
 
    We’ve face down every threat imaginable, and every single time, we’ve come out on top. But what happens when the threat is coming from within? What happens when our world literally goes up in flames and threatens to take my heart away? 
 
    When all the walls start closing in, he’s all I’ve got left, but is what we have strong enough to survive? Or will this fairy tale come crashing down? 
 
    You know what they say; good things can’t last forever. 
 
      
 
    WARNING: The Broken Hill High Series is a Young Adult / New Adult Romance filled with LOL moments, teenage angst, and of course, all the swoon worthy moments I know you’re all dying for. This series is recommended for mature readers due to cursing and sexual content. If this offends you, then steer clear of this bad boy romance! 
 
    For everyone else, dive in and have fun! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    **DISCLAIMER – Broken Hill High has seen a few minor changes to some of our beloved character names. These changes have been updated throughout the complete series.  
 
    My sincerest apologies for any confusion.  
 
    If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me via my Facebook page or through Twitter   
 
    www.facebook.com/SheridanAnneAuthor/ 
 
    @_SheridanAnne 
 
      
 
    Changes are as follows: 
 
    Cade – Caden 
 
    Bec – Brylee 
 
    Parker - Puck 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    I push back from the table and fly out of my seat as I save my phone from being drenched in Jesse’s caramel latte. It’s all over the table, quickly spreading. “Fuck,” Jesse grunts as everyone scrambles for their belongings not wanting to risk them being covered in the yummy goodness. 
 
    I mean, I love that I’ve gotten Jesse addicted to Carter’s Coffee House, but sometimes his carelessness is not always welcome, especially now as the latte begins to dribble off the side of the table and hit the floor, making it splash up against my legs. 
 
    Nate grabs someone’s car keys as Brooke starts throwing napkins at the brown liquid, but her aim is shocking and they go everywhere but the spilled drink. 
 
    Damn it, why couldn’t he have spilled it when it was nearly finished? Instead, the latte was scalding hot and as full as can be. 
 
    People are rushing around and the table looks like a coffee massacre, especially when Brylee knocks over her drink in her haste to save her purse. 
 
    All of this within the space of three seconds. 
 
    I quickly realize that the four napkins Brooke is throwing down on the table aren’t going to be enough. We’re going to need some paper towel, cleaning products, and probably a mop. I step back and my legs instantly get tangled with my chair and my handbag at my feet. 
 
    I start to fumble as I lose my balance. My arms begin flailing around as my torso wobbles back and forth. Hell, I’m sure I’m even pulling one of those faces you see in slow motion videos when people are about to eat dirt. 
 
    There are too many bodies moving around and nothing to save my fall. With my chair right behind me and my body weight thrown to the side, there’s literally nothing I can do. 
 
    I’m going down. Hard. 
 
    “Fuck,” I screech as I fall. My hip catches on the edge of Nate’s chair and I feel a sharp pain ripping through me. I crash down to the ground while knocking into Nate and sending him flying forward towards the table. 
 
    Caramel latte drips off the table and lands on my face as Nate flicks himself around and gapes at me on the ground.  I clench my eyes together and squirm myself away from the hot drink. Holy fuck, that hurt. 
 
    Nate is there in the blink of an eye. He hooks his hands under my arms and pulls me straight up off the ground. “Fuck, babe,” he says with wide eyes as both Jesse and Elle’s booming laughter rebound off every wall in the room. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I mentally check myself as coffee drips off me. I must have only been down for a fraction of a second, but it was enough to cause some damage. My hands hurt, my head hurts, my right knee hurts, and my hip stings like a fucking bitch.  
 
    I cringe as I try my best to tune out their laughter. Reaching down, I pull the hem of my shirt up and get a good look at my hip. “Fuck,” Nate curses as he takes in the instant bruise that has begun spreading over my hip.  
 
    Nate rubs his thumb over it and I shrink back. “Don’t,” I cry as the pain brings tears to my eyes. I try to blink them back, but they’re here for the long haul. “It hurts.” I look up at him to see him trying his hardest to hold back a grin. “It’s not funny,” I demand, yanking myself back out of his hands as the first tear falls. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he says as his grin widens. “But, it kind of is. I mean, you went down like a sack of shit.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I grunt, pushing myself back into my chair and ignoring the spilled drinks covering the table. That’s Jesse’s fuck up so he can deal with it now. I’m done. I try to relax into my chair but the pain in my hip is just too much. 
 
    Nate’s grin disappears as he takes me in. He crouches down before me and I can’t help but pout out my bottom lip. He raises his hand and places it against my cheek. “Do you want me to get ice?” he questions as I lean into his touch. 
 
    “No,” I sigh as everyone continues fixing up the mess around us. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, looking up at the worry in his eyes. “Can we just get out of here?” 
 
    He cringes before looking down at his phone and checking the time. “I don’t know,” he says. “I think we should wait a little while longer.” 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh and nod my head. Nate and Jesse’s dad is officially moving out of their home today and while that’s the best news to hit the face of the earth, it’s not exactly something the boys want to be home to witness. 
 
    Caden Ryder will be moving in with Kelly Reilly, the woman he’s been having an affair with for eighteen years. He knocked her up at the same time he knocked up Trish, and instead of doing the decent thing and coming clean to his wife, he lived a life with both families. 
 
    Kelly had a daughter, Phoenix, who might I say, is an absolute bitch and lived her life knowing all about Trish and the boys. Caden bought her a house, funded her life, played daddy to Phoenix, and went on constant work trips which I’m pretty sure is code for ‘spending the night with my other family’. 
 
    Phoenix is one of the many cheerleaders at Broken Hill High and up until two weeks ago, she was the captain. She was demoted after it came out that she seduced Jesse and slept with him. Apparently, the whole incest thing got shrugged off and only frowned upon because it was Jesse, and to the cheerleaders, he and Nate are the ultimate prizes. I mean, their priorities are seriously fucked up. 
 
    Jesse still hasn’t been able to get passed that one, and I don’t blame him. If he had known they were half-siblings, he wouldn’t have done it. He would have run for the hills at the first sign of flirting, instead, she tricked him into bed and he will have to deal with that for the rest of his life.  
 
    I mean, at the time she was just another score. How was he to know she was messed up?  
 
    Though I have to admit, as awful as it is for Jesse, I’m just glad she didn’t set her sights on Nate first. I wouldn’t be surprised if she tried, though. 
 
    Ugh. My skin crawls every time I think about it. She’s so gross. She should have been arrested for that shit. What’s worse, the whole school knows about it and Jesse has been getting into a few too many fights lately. Naturally, he wins every single one so people have backed off, realizing they’re going to get their asses kicked for even thinking about it. 
 
    I lean back in my chair and let out a huff. Nate gives me an encouraging smile and squeezes my hand before turning around and helping everyone fix up the table, though, not much needs to be done now as the barista has come over with some sponges and a mop. 
 
    Everyone moves away from the table and takes over another while Jesse remains and helps the guys finish up. Brooke drops down beside me and reaches for my shirt. She pulls it up a bit and practically shoves her head in my vag as she gets a look at my hip. “Shit, Tor,” she gasps. “You got your hip good.” 
 
    “I know,” I groan as I push her back and reach forward to grab my latte, which thankfully wasn’t spilled everywhere. I cringe with the movement as I settle back into the chair and bring the latte to my lips. I take a sip and let the yummy goodness take my troubles away. “How is it possible for this to be so good?” 
 
    “Mmmm,” she agrees as she takes a drink of her own coffee. “I’ve been needing this all day.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that,” I laugh as I watch Nate across the table talking with Maxen. “You drank way too much last night.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” she groans, probably remembering the way she threw back shot after shot of tequila. I mean, the old saying ‘one tequila, two tequila, three tequila, floor,’ was definitely put into practice last night and I can proudly say, she absolutely killed it. Though, I don’t know how she’s even walking this morning. “I’m never touching tequila again.” 
 
    “Right,” I scoff with a chuckle. “I’ve heard that before.” 
 
    She bumps my shoulder with hers. “Shut up.” 
 
    “Hey,” a familiar voice says from behind me, making all eyes at the table lift. I turn around to find both Courtney and Brylee walking through the door and heading over here. Courtney’s eyes instantly flick towards Puck who sits with his casted arm resting on the table as Brylee looks around at everything else. “What the hell happened here?” she questions, taking in the barista helping Jesse with the mess. 
 
    Puck scoffs. “Jesse.” 
 
    “Ahhh,” she laughs. “Enough said.” 
 
    The girls pull up chairs and dump their bags before heading over to the counter and ordering a coffee each. A smile spreads over my face. I absolutely love it when my girls hang out with my boys. It's like my two worlds colliding and making something beautiful. 
 
    A few short months ago, these two groups wouldn’t have been seen dead together. I hated Nate with a passion and his friends were considered douchebags. They were a group of dickheads and they didn’t care who they hurt.  
 
    While most of that is still true, I’ve also learned that underneath their douchebaggery ways, they’re some of the best guys I’ll ever meet and now my girlfriends know it too. So much, in fact, that Brooke has been dating Max for a few months and Courtney is desperately pining over Puck, though, I don’t really know what’s happening there. 
 
    Brylee and Courtney return to the table a few minutes later with a plate of French fries that makes my mouth water. They sit down and I find it impossible to take my eyes off them. “Would you like some?” Courtney laughs as she grins across the table at me. 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask.” I reach over and grab a handful of French fries off the plate before annihilating them and reaching for more. 
 
    “Jesus,” Nate grunts, making me look up to notice the sparkle in his eyes. “If you were hungry, you should have said so.” I scrunch my face up at him but all he does is grin and shake his head as though he finds me amusing. A moment later he gets up and walks over to the counter before ordering me a bowl of my own. 
 
    I get the warm fuzzies when he does stuff like that. I absolutely love it. Especially when he leans up against the counter and looks back at me with a smirk, making my panties disintegrate. God, I love him. 
 
    I don’t know how I spent five years hating him. He’s the best thing I never knew I needed, and the way he loves me makes me feel like the only girl in the world. It’s incredible and all consuming. I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    The guy hands him the bowl of French fries and he takes it with a mischievous gleam in his dark eyes. Oh, dear God. I know that look. I narrow my eyes on him and wait for whatever game he’s about to play. He walks forward with his eyes on me and the excitement bubbles up within me as our friends remain completely oblivious to what’s going on between us. 
 
    He plucks a French fry off the top and… wait, is that gravy? Damn. That looks so good. 
 
    He raises the gravy covered French fry to his mouth and bites down before licking his lips. Holy crap that was hot. The French fry disappears and I don’t know whether to be cranky that he’s stealing it or jealous that it’s not me all over those lips. 
 
    I go with cranky. I want those French fries. 
 
    He takes another. 
 
    Nope. 
 
    I push myself up out of my seat, this time being a little more careful not to face plant into the ground, as I’m sure there’s no way I’ll be that lucky again. I mean, I’ll probably end up needing some sort of plastic surgery if I was to go down a second time. 
 
    I step out from the table and watch as he tightens his hold on the bowl. A wicked grin takes over his face before the laughter spills out. There’s only one thing on this earth that Nate loves more than teasing his brother, and that’s teasing me. 
 
    “Nate,” I warn as I walk towards him. 
 
    “Yes?” he questions like an innocent little boy. 
 
    I raise my chin to him, letting him know I’m up for a challenge in the same way I used to. Only before, it wasn’t fun. It was never fun. Things have changed and because of him, I’ve grown one hell of a backbone. “I think you have something of mine.” 
 
    “Really?” he asks, taking another delicious gravy filled French fry and slowly raising it to his mouth. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    I come to a stop right before him and look up into those dark, smoldering eyes as he raises the bowl of French fries way above my head. “You dare eat that French fry, Nathaniel Ryder, and I’m going to rain down hell on you.” 
 
    His eyes bore into mine, studying me and trying to work out my game plan. But jokes on him. I don’t have one. 
 
    His eyes tease me as the French fry gets closer and closer to his delicious lips. I suck in a breath and watch as it disappears.  
 
    My eyes narrow. His raise. My knees bend. He nods. I charge. 
 
    I push myself into him but two big arms wrap around me from behind and pin my arms to my sides. “Let me go,” I demand as Jesse’s booming laughter rings in my ear and Nate’s grin triples in size while they gang up on me. 
 
    Jesse lifts me so my feet dangle off the ground and I do my best to get myself free, but probably look like a fish out of water. “I thought you’d learned your lesson by now,” Nate taunts as he eats another. “Remember, I always come out on top.” 
 
    I can’t help but grin back at him. “Really? Because last night I got the impression you loved it when I was on top.” 
 
    “Nope,” Jesse grunts behind me as he releases his hold and lets me drop to the floor. He looks up at Nate as I steady myself. “I don’t want to know. You’re on your own.” With that, he walks away. 
 
    Nate steps into me, still with the French fries far out of my reach and leans in so his lips hover just over mine. “I fucking love you,” he murmurs for only us to hear before his lips press down. I kiss him back and melt into him. His free arm wraps around my waist and he pulls me in hard against him. I feel his phone vibrate in his pocket but he ignores it to kiss me again. “And I fucking love it when you’re on top. But just so you know, when it comes to you, I’m going to take you any way I can.” 
 
    I pull back with a smile from ear to ear. “You’re so romantic,” I tease. 
 
    “Shut up,” he laughs as he brings his hand down and finally hands me the French fries, though, not before stealing another. I take them greedily and watch as he digs in his pockets and pulls out his phone. 
 
    He checks his message and an excited gin takes over. “Fuck yeah,” he grunts. 
 
    “What is it?” I question, biting into a French fry. 
 
    “He’s gone.” 
 
    “Dude,” Tyson says as he walks past us. “You should at least pretend to sound upset about it.” 
 
    Maxen scoffs. “He’s excited because it means he can go back home and start working on the Mustang.” 
 
    Now it’s my turn to scoff. “You mean, now he can use the extra space for the stupid car lift he bought last week.” 
 
    Nate grins like a kid in a candy shop. “It’s not stupid.” 
 
    “Of course, it’s stupid,” I laugh. “The car doesn’t even have an engine yet… or wheels.” 
 
    “But it will,” he beams with pride. He bought his new Mustang two weekends ago and since his dad has been packing all his things, all the boxes have gone straight into the garage leaving no room for Nate to start working on the car. He’s been moping around like someone stole his puppy. It’s sad really, but now that his dad is gone, that’s going to change. I can already see that it’s changing. “Come on,” he says, taking my free hand. “We have to go.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt. “Can’t I finish my French fries?” 
 
    “Bring ‘em with you,” he says, walking to the table and grabbing my phone and bag.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Jesse says. 
 
    “Where do you think?” Nate says. “This Mustang ain’t going to build itself.” 
 
    Jesse rolls his eyes but grabs his phone off the table. “Alright. I’m in.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m down,” says Puck as he also grabs his things. Max and Tyson follow as the girls start looking around, wondering what the hell is going on. 
 
    “This isn’t a group project,” Nate scoffs with an amused grin. 
 
    “It is now,” Puck grins as he walks towards the door. “I’m thinking red.” 
 
    Nate starts shaking his head, horrified by the idea even though it’s blatantly obvious that Puck’s teasing him. I mean, everyone knows black is Nate’s color. His clothes. His car. His heart. Well, at least his heart used to be. I like to think it’s all fluffy and warm now. He’s like winter - cold as fuck on the outside, but the second you step inside it’s toasty warm. 
 
    Nate follows Puck out the door with me in tow and before I know it, we’re all out the front of Carter’s Coffee House, watching Jesse try his hardest not to allow Nate to steal his car keys, though, we all know he’s going to fail. Nate can’t stand not driving. 
 
    We drive down the long driveway to find Trish standing out the front, waiting for her boys. 
 
    I smile as I look at her. I’ve never seen her so… carefree. She’s in a dress, but not her usual type of country club dress, this is flowy and floral. Her hair is down and she wearing pink lip gloss, and man, does it look good on her. 
 
    I look to Nate as he watches her. His eyes are hard but I know he sees it, and I know he’s happy. Who wouldn’t be? His mom has put up with so much BS from Caden Ryder and now she’s finally free. And what better time to be free? She has two perfect boys who are going to show her that her best years are still ahead of her. 
 
    Nate brings Jesse’s Range Rover to a stop and presses the remote control for the garage. As it raises, we all get a good look at the new family member. An old Mustang sits before us, desperately begging Nate to bring it back to life; which I have no doubt he will do in a big way. 
 
    Nate gets out of the car and with an excited grin on his ridiculously handsome face, he walks straight for it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    As I drive into the parking lot of Broken Hill High on Monday morning, I find nearly the whole school crowded around the front of Jesse’s Range Rover. I drive as quickly as I can without hurting anyone and bring my R8 to a stop beside his car. Even this close, I still can’t see what the hell is going on, all I know is the second I open the door, the noise instantly assaults me. 
 
    I grab my bag off the passenger’s seat as Brooke pulls her car in on the other side. I get out of my car as she does and our eyes lock over the top. “What’s going on?” she calls over the sound of the crowd. 
 
    Hurrying, I shrug my shoulders and barge my way into the throng of people. I don’t have a good feeling about this. Especially as Nate was with Jesse this morning. 
 
    People push and shove as they try to get a look at what’s happening in the middle. Though, when someone cheers for a fight, it becomes pretty damn clear. My stomach drops and I shoulder my way past a few more people. 
 
    I break into the middle to find Nate and Jackson, face to face, with a circle of footballers around them. I scan the faces and find Jesse barricaded behind them as he desperately tries to break through their circle. Jackson hasn’t been back to school since Nate blew up his car two weeks ago, and what I also found out by accident last week, he also knocked him out too. I thought he’d just beat him up a little, turns out it was a bit more than that. 
 
    Today must be his first day back and he’s not happy about everything that went down. But like Nate said; an eye for an eye. Jackson caused the accident which destroyed Nate’s Camaro that he worked his ass off on, so Nate simply repaid the favor. This shit should be over, but from the look in Jackson’s eye, it’s only just begun. 
 
    Anger fires up within me. How dare they do this to him? Jesse is screaming as Nate’s fists begin to clench. I know he’s only moments away from throwing a punch, the only problem is that Nate is on his last warning and Jackson knows it. It won’t take much for Nate be expelled for violence and I’m guessing that’s Jackson’s game here. 
 
    I desperately look around. I have to do something to help him. Max, Ty, and Puck aren’t here so it’s up to me, but how the hell am I going to break through this circle of football players? They’re three times the size of me. I’d have a better chance of convincing Jesse to shove a pole up his ass than break through this wall. 
 
    An idea strikes and I roll with it without thinking. I grab the bottom of the shorts of the footballer in front of me and with one quick tug, I rip them down his legs and expose his white ass. He shrieks and instantly dives for them as people around us begin to laugh at his expense. 
 
    I’d love nothing more than to stay and laugh with them, but I have another ass to save. 
 
    As the footballer bends to grab his shorts, I make a break for it.  
 
    I run and half jump/half squish through the bodies of packed muscle and tear my way into the circle. Someone reaches for me, but I don’t let him get his fingers around my arm. 
 
    Nate and Jackson are too caught up with their desperate need to kick the other’s ass that they don’t even notice me until I race forward two steps and push myself between them. I bring my hands up and slam them into Jackson’s big chest, forcing him back a step. “What the fuck is this?” I demand as I scowl at the hothead. 
 
    I expect Nate to wind an arm around my waist and haul me out of the way but when he doesn’t, I realize he needs me here to diffuse the situation, otherwise, he’ll be walking out of here with an expulsion that he can’t possibly worm his way out of. 
 
    Jackson scoffs as a pleased smirk sets itself across his face. “Are you fighting your boyfriend’s fights now? What’s wrong? You don’t think he can take me?” 
 
    I scoff right back at him. “You and I both know that’s not my problem,” I remind him. “Nate can kick your ass with his eyes closed. In fact, isn’t that what he did only two weeks ago?” I grin, airing his little secret that has somehow managed to stay quiet. “I wonder, is that why you haven’t been around for the last two weeks?” 
 
    Murmurs start to rise through the crowd as a deep anger sets itself in Jackson’s eyes. Nate hooks his finger through a belt loop on the back of my jeans and pulls me back into him. Jackson’s eyes narrow on me before he somehow manages to get closer without taking an actual step. “Watch it,” he warns. 
 
    Nate yanks me back even harder. “You threatening Tora now?” he demands, a clear challenge in his voice. 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it,” he says. “But remember, whatever shit she wants to start is going to come down on you.” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” I yell, trying to get into his face but Nate’s hold on me is far too strong, especially as his hands ball into fists while his fingers are still looped through my belt loops. “What are you going to do? You had to bring…” I quickly glance around. “Seven others to come and confront Nate. Not to mention, you bombarded him first thing in the morning before his friends were here. You don’t have the balls, Jackson. You’re nothing. You paid off Haven Falls guys to beat the shit out of Puck instead of facing him yourself.”  
 
    Jackson’s jaw clenches as his hands ball into fists. To anyone else, he’d be terrifying, but I see him for what he is; a coward. I step into him and this time, Nate lets me, but he doesn’t remove his hold from my jeans for even a second. “You’re chicken shit,” I tell him. “Nate and the boys scare the shit out of you and that pisses you off.” 
 
    Jackson gets into my face. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I do,” I tell him. “I know that you put this elaborate plan into place knowing that Nate has no choice but to back down. He’d look weak in front of all these people, and even if he tried to swing at you, these guys would have stopped him within seconds. You would have walked away the hero. But you’re not. You’re a fraud.” 
 
    “You think I’m a fraud?” he scoffs. 
 
    “How many examples do you need?” His eyes narrow and I start listing them off. “You switched schools halfway through the season to be on the winning team. You rammed Nate’s car because you knew you couldn’t beat him. You paid off some losers to beat up Puck rather than do it yourself. And now this. Every single time you have lost. Now isn’t going to be any different. Back off while you still can.” 
 
    “You about done?” he spits. I raise an eyebrow as my mouth pulls into a straight, unimpressed line as I feel Nate at my back, shaking with anger. “Get out of my way.” When I don’t move, he turns to one of the football guys. “Move her.” 
 
    The guy looks to me and then up to Nate with hesitation. I don’t move my eyes from Jackson. “You forget where you are,” I tell him. “Look around. While you may go here, this is still our school. Outside your circle of football players, every single person here would have Nate’s back. Every single time. Hell, most of the football players would probably have Nate’s back too. This isn’t a fight you’re going to win.” 
 
    “Fuck this,” Nate sighs as his patience runs out. He hauls me behind him before throwing himself at Jackson. His shoulder rams into Jackson's stomach and they fly back into a wall of football muscle.  
 
    Everyone goes fucking nuts. 
 
    People cheer. People shove. Girls scream. Phones are pulled out. 
 
    I look round, frantically trying to find some way to stop this. I see Jesse desperately trying to break his way through the circle. He’s my only choice. Apart from the fact that a teacher is bound to come down here eventually and hopefully the boys will be here soon, but until then, this shit needs to be put to rest before Nate causes any damage. 
 
    Jesse’s eyes catch mine for a fleeting second and I race forward. There are two guys holding him back and if I can at least distract one for a second, Jesse can handle the other and get to Nate. 
 
    So, I do what any other desperate woman in my situation would do. I knee the fucker in the junk. The guy goes down with a cry of pain and I briefly feel bad for him before remembering that Nate is in trouble. 
 
    Jesse shoves the other guy hard and instantly races forward, making all the football players go after him. 
 
    Shit. This is not a place I want to be. The circle quickly grows smaller and just as I predicted, everyone else jumps in, having Nate and Jesse’s back. People are prying footballers off my boys while Jesse tries to get Nate away from Jackson, though, I’m pretty certain I see Jesse throwing a punch too. 
 
    It’s turning into a freaking brawl and all I know is that I can’t be here, but with so many bodies around; I’m trapped. 
 
    I’m pushed from side to side as I try to scramble my way around. I hear other girls screaming, terrified of being hit while some, a little more brazen, try to get in on the action. “Tora?” I hear Brooke’s voice screaming out over the brawl. 
 
    “Brooke?” I yell back. I spin around, desperately searching her out and instantly get an elbow slammed back into my cheekbone. I cry out in pain. Immediate tears sting my eyes as my hand slaps across my face, trying to take the pain away. 
 
    Fuck. My face feels broken. 
 
    An arm wraps around my waist and I’m pulled against a hard body before the guy starts barging his way out of the crowd. I look back for Nate and find Jesse on top of him while Puck has a go at Jackson, though, with his arm still in a cast, I’m not sure much is happening, but it will go a long way in making Puck feel better. 
 
    I look up at the guy pulling me out of the fray and realize it’s Tyson. The boys must have gotten here just in time. Actually, scrap that. They should have gotten here ten minutes ago when all of this bullshit started. I mean, that would have saved us all a shitty start to a Monday morning. 
 
    Tyson breaks free of all the bodies and releases me before diving straight back in. Another body slams into me. “Fuck,” Brooke cries. “Are you ok?” She grabs me by the shoulders and pulls me back before gasping in horror. “Your face.” 
 
    I put my hand up to where it’s still stinging and bring it back to find it covered in blood. “Shit,” I groan. “Someone got me with an elbow.” 
 
    Her eyes well with tears and she goes to say something as a bunch of teachers and coaches come rushing in to break it all up. The coaches start blowing whistles and tearing kids off other kids. The assistant principal comes tearing down the hill with a hose and Brooke and I watch on with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    The entire senior and junior classes sit in the hall in complete silence. The school nurse moves from one student to another checking over injuries as teachers go around interrogating kids on their involvement. 
 
    I sit beside Brooke who hasn’t left my side with an ice pack over my face. I was lucky. I got away with a Band-Aid, though any worse and it would have needed stitches. 
 
    I saw Nate for about three seconds. He was being held by Principal Watkins and lead away. His eyes locked on mine before they moved down to my cheek. His eyes widened and he broke away from Watkins before racing over to me.  
 
    Nate pulled me in and gave my cheek a closer look, but from the fury pouring out of Watkins, I had no choice but to push him away. I didn’t want him getting in any more trouble than he was already in. 
 
    I haven’t seen him since and it’s killing me. I need an update. I need to know that he’s ok. Hell, I just need to check his knuckles aren’t cracked and bleeding as I know, there’s no way he’ll bother getting them looked at. 
 
    I haven’t seen Jackson either which tells me he’s getting his ass handed to him by Watkins or he’s on his way to the hospital. I hate seeing people hurt, but just this one time, I’ll make an exception. I mean, who does he think he is trying to do that to Nate? The more I think about it, the angrier I get. 
 
    I spy Jesse sitting across the room, looking as miserable as ever. He lifts his eyes to mine and pulls his lips into a tight smile. I think he’s trying to appear encouraging, but let’s face it, it’s not working. 
 
    One of the teachers calls out for another and soon enough, five of them have hovered around a phone. The room is in silence so when the teacher hits play on a video, it’s as clear as day they’re watching the footage from the fight. 
 
    I cringe as I listen to what came out of my mouth, then cringe again when all five teachers turn to look at me as one. Great. Hopefully, they can see that I was trying to diffuse the situation, and hopefully, they can see that it was Jackson who started it all. Though, if they can see those two things, then they can certainly see that it was Nate who threw the first punch. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I listen to the way the confrontation started before I got there. I listen to the way Jackson tries to challenge him, tries to force his hand. I listen to how Nate was calmly shutting him down, but the tone in his voice was begging to feel his fists in Jackson’s face. I listen to the crowd chanting to fight. I listen to Jesse in the background, trying to break the footballers’ barriers. I listen to me defending my boyfriend. I listen to the way it all came crumbling down when Jackson told the guy to move me. 
 
    I listen to how Nate completely had it under control before I stormed my way in and tried to fix a fight that wasn’t mine. Shit. This is all my fault. Well, partially. It’s definitely all on Jackson, but Nate could have dissolved the situation had I just left it alone. Instead, I stormed in there like a raging bull. 
 
    I look away from the teachers’ stares as they start discussing what to do and pull out my phone to quickly check up on Nate. 
 
    Tora – I’m so sorry. Are you ok? I should have left it alone. The teachers have footage of the fight and you had it under control. I stormed in there and ruined it. 
 
    I lock my phone but stare down at it, willing it to light up with a reply from Nate, but it never comes. All I need is something from him letting me know he forgives me or at least an acknowledgment that he knows I’m sorry. Instead, I feel like I’m left out in the dark. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Brooke mumbles from beside me as she watches me flip my phone around between my fingers, over and over again. 
 
    “You heard it,” I say. “Nate had it under control. He only snapped when he thought I was about to be touched. I should have stayed out of it.” 
 
    “Don’t do that to yourself,” she whispers in the quiet room with her eyes flicking around, making sure no one is listening in on our conversation. “Shit,” she mumbles under her breath beside me. “They’re coming.” 
 
    My eyes flick up to see Mrs. Kingsley and Mr. Miller walking this way. I groan to myself, watching as they put on a performance, trying to appear intimidating, hoping I’ll crack under the pressure, but I’m not the same girl I was just a few months ago. If nothing else, living with those boys taught me how to be tough. 
 
    “Tora,” Mrs. Kingsley, the drama teacher says. “You failed to mention you had such a central role in this… riot,” she says, being her usual dramatic self. 
 
    Mr. Miller rolls his eyes and steps forward, deciding to take point on this one. “What happened, Tora?” he questions, sternly. 
 
    “You saw the footage,” I remind him. “You know what happened.” 
 
    “True,” he says. “But I want your account. Jackson is a good student. Why is he getting involved with a kid like Nate?” 
 
    My mouth pops open and I fly to my feet before him. “You’re kidding me, right? Jackson Millington is not a good guy. Nate is.” 
 
    “Lower your voice,” he warns me. “Everywhere Nate goes, he brings trouble.” 
 
    “That’s bull,” I tell him. “Jackson corned him this morning. Pushed him up against the wall where he had no choice. You’re screwed up if you seriously think Jackson is the innocent party in all this.” 
 
    “I do not believe he is innocent,” Miller says. “Why’d he do it?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. I’m not about to tell this guy that Nate lit his car up like a bonfire. “Don’t know.” 
 
    Miller’s lips pull back. He knows I’m lying but there’s not a lot he can do about it. “Why did you feel it was appropriate to insert yourself into that? A lot of people got hurt today, Tora.” 
 
    “You don’t think I know that?” I demand. “I was trying to break it up, and it would have worked if Jackson didn’t try to get his goons to touch me.” 
 
    “Really?” he says. “You don’t think what you said had anything to do with it?” I just stare. “The bomb was already placed. You lit the fuse.” He watches me for a second before disappointment filters across his face. “I don’t know what’s going on with you, Tora, but this isn’t you. You’re a good student, but lately, your focus is slipping. You need to get yourself together, and fast.” 
 
    With that, he turns and walks away, proud of putting me in my place. I sink back down to my chair with a sigh. He’s right, though I’d already figured it out. I did light the fuse. I said things to Jackson that provoked him. Rather than trying to shut it down, I was too busy trying to shut him down. Instead, I pushed far too many buttons and because of that, a whole bunch of kids got hurt. 
 
    I hang my head but snap it back up when Mr. Miller’s voice rings out through the hall. “Sit down,” he demands. 
 
    I search for his target and find Jesse, slinking across the hall towards me. He scoffs at Miller and keeps walking until he drops down into the chair beside me. “You good?” he questions. 
 
    I lift a shoulder in a shrug. “Have you heard from Nate?” 
 
    He shakes his head and with that, we spend the next hour sitting in absolute silence. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “A suspension?” I demand as I stare down Principal Watkins. “I can’t have a suspension.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that’s the price you pay for being involved with things like this,” he says, giving me a stern look and trying to appear superior, though, it only makes him look like an asshole. 
 
    Mom slowly nods her head. She’s way out of her depth here. She’s never had to deal with this kind of thing before and to be honest, I was horrified when I realized they were going to call her. I mean, she’s putting on a good show right now but the second we get out of here, she’s going to curse me out like never before. 
 
    “A suspension seems a bit harsh. Is there any way she’d be able to do an in school suspension?” mom suggests? “She’s never done anything like this before? I’m sure she’s definitely learned her lesson and this is not going to look good when colleges are considering her.”  
 
    Principal Watkins purses his lips as he looks over at me. Mom continues. “She was attempting to dissolve the situation. Do not take away her future for trying to deal with a confrontation in which should have been handled by your educators before it had a chance to escalate the way it did.” 
 
    Go, mom. 
 
    Watkins' eyes bulge out for a fraction of a second before he rights his features. He studies my mother, and I know he knows she’s right. Maybe hearing about all the times Trish has had to bail the boys out of situations like this has rubbed off on her a bit. “I’ll consider your proposal,” he finally says. “I’ll have an answer by the end of the day. As for now, Tora, you need to return to class.” He turns to my mom. “Thank you for coming in. It was a pleasure meeting with you again.” 
 
    “Yes,” mom nods as she gets to her feet. “Hopefully, next time it won’t be under such… circumstances.” 
 
    “Yes,” he says. “I agree.” 
 
    With that, mom and I walk out of his office and pass a huge line of teenagers and their parents, Nate and Trish being a part of that. Mom stops by Trish to give her a rundown of the meeting while Nate stands and leads me out the doors. “I sent you a message,” I tell him. 
 
    “Oh,” he says. “I lost my phone in the fight. It’s probably laying in the grass somewhere.” I nod my head and look away, but he takes my chin and pulls my eyes back to his. “What happened in there? Are you ok?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sigh. “I got a suspension but mom maybe talked him down to an in school suspension.” 
 
    “What?” he demands. “That’s not fair. You were trying to break it up.” 
 
    “Come on,” I scoff. “You and I both know that what I said provoked him. If I stayed out of it, you would have been able to handle it on your own.” 
 
    “I think you overestimate my patience,” he says. “I was two seconds from beating the shit out of him. Again.” 
 
    I let out a breath as I study his eyes. “Well, at least now you have someone to go down with.” 
 
    His eyes harden. “I don’t want you going down for this,” he growls between clenched teeth. “You’re better than this. You’re supposed to be going places, not getting in trouble with me.” 
 
    “You jump. I jump.” 
 
    “Shit,” he grumbles, shaking his head. “Don’t say that. I get in far too much trouble for you to be jumping right in with me.” 
 
    “Well then,” I smile. “Maybe you should consider staying out of trouble.” 
 
    He grins, but my mother’s voice has him looking away. “Nathaniel, you should go back inside. Your mother is waiting.” 
 
    Nate nods and squeezes my hand before he takes off back through the doors to discover his fate while my mom glares at me. “Get to class,” she demands. “We’ll be talking about this when you get home.” I nod. “And don’t even think about detouring to Nate’s and coming home after dinner. The second the bell goes at the end of the day, I’ll be expecting you.” 
 
    “Ok,” I say with a slight huff. “I’ll come straight home.” 
 
    “Don’t take an attitude with me, Tora,” she demands. “I’m mortified to be called down here like this.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell her. “If I knew it would end up like that, I never would have inserted myself into it. I was trying to help.” 
 
    “You tore that boy to shreds,” she says, blankly. “I expect more from you. Now, get to class.” 
 
    With that, she turns and leaves. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I grab my phone and check the time. It’s about ten minutes off lunch break so there’s really no point going to class, so I head to the bathroom to finally get a look at my face.  
 
    I stand in the mirror and gawk with my mouth hanging wide open. “Holy shit,” I whisper to myself. This is bad. My cheek is bruised and there’s dried blood all over my face. I mean, I look like a freaking train wreck. 
 
    I turn on the tap and do my best to clean myself up and once I decide I look good enough to face the world, I walk out with my head held high, only the bell hasn’t rung so there’s really no one here to see, so my head drops back down and I walk down to the parking lot to search through the grass for Nate’s phone. 
 
    The bell rings as my fingers curl around the cool metal of his phone. Naturally, I can’t help lighting up the screen and find a million missed calls and messages. All from me, Trish, Caden, Jesse, and the boys. I slide the phone into my pocket and make my way up to the cafeteria. 
 
    I get looks from people everywhere I go, probably gawking at my face or whispering about what happened. I push my way into the cafeteria to find everyone apart from Nate and Jackson. I head over and sit down next to Brooke, not bothered to go searching for food today. 
 
    “What happened with Watkins?” she asks the second my ass hits the chair.  
 
    A long, resigned breath comes sailing from my lips. “Not good,” I say before launching into the story as all the girls listen in, and honestly, most of the cafeteria too. 
 
    As soon as I’ve finished telling my recap of my day from hell, Brooke shuffles in a little closer. “What’s this whole rivalry about anyway?” she asks. “Did Nate screw his mom or something like that?” 
 
    “He… um….” My eyebrows pull down as I think it over and realize that I’ve never actually asked about it. I have no idea why they hate each other so much. I mean, did Nate do something ridiculously awful or did Jackson start the rivalry? Maybe it was something else entirely or maybe it was just battle of the bad boys. “I actually have no clue,” I tell her. “But now I need to know.” 
 
    “You’re telling me you got all up in Jackson’s face and you don’t know what for?” she scoffs. 
 
    “Hey,” I argue. “Just because I don’t know what this stupid rivalry is about doesn’t mean that he didn’t deserve it. The guy has literally been an asshole every single time he’s talked to me.” 
 
    “True,” she says. 
 
    “Who cares?” Elle says from across the table. “Watching them face off was hot. I think you should have let them go at it.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. Elle has certainly got her old fire back. She used to be queen of the pom-poms until she was demoted to social hell. Now, she’s becoming one of my closest friends. “Please,” Brooke scoffs with a wicked grin. “You’ve always had a thing for two guys getting hot and sweaty.” 
 
    My eyes widen and I look at Elle, horrified by what’s just slipped out of Brooke’s mouth. They aren’t particularly good friends and the whole threesome thing is still a sore point, but Elle just smiles. “Better believe it,” she says. “You don’t know how good it is until you’ve tried it. But then, I don‘t think you could handle it.” 
 
    Brooke gasps. “Bullshit. I could handle it.” 
 
    Elle considers her for a bit. “Nah. You’d get flustered with two cocks in your face. You wouldn’t know what to do with them,” she says, making a few crude hand gestures and pretending to get flustered. 
 
    I can’t help but laugh as Brooke watches on with a heavy glare. “Don’t tell me that’s how you did Ty and Puck?” Jesse says, scrunching his face up as he drops down beside Elle with a leg on either side of the bench so he can face her. “If I knew it was that bad, I wouldn’t have jerked off thinking about you.” 
 
    Her face flames but she holds her pride. “Believe me, I’m good. I was just making a point about Brooke not being able to handle two guys at once.” 
 
    Jesse turns and looks at Brooke. “I don’t know,” he says. “Max likes to talk. I’ve heard stories and this girl likes to get a bit wild. I think she’d handle it like a pro.” 
 
    Brooke grins back at him. “I don’t know whether to thank you or be frightened that you’re going to appear at the foot of the bed while Max and I are getting it on.” 
 
    Jesse grins wide, showing off a spectacular dimple. “Be afraid, babe,” he chuckles with a wink. “I’m coming for you. Or on you. Whatever you prefer.” 
 
    “Ugh, Jess,” I groan. “Don’t talk to my friends like that.” 
 
    “Can’t help it,” he laughs as his gaze settles onto mine. “Have you heard from Nate? The fucker isn’t responding to my texts.” 
 
    “Oh, he lost his phone during the fight,” I say, digging into my pocket and pulling out his phone. I slide it across the table towards Jesse. “I’m pretty certain I’m grounded for the rest of my life, so you better take it. You’ll probably see him before I do.” 
 
    “So, you’ve seen him?” Jesse rushes out as he swipes the phone off the table. “What’d he get? Is he expelled?” 
 
    “What? No. I saw him for literally two seconds and that was only twenty minutes ago. He’s probably still in with Watkins and your mom.” 
 
    “Mom?” he says. “Dad didn’t come?” 
 
    “Seriously?” I grunt. “If your dad showed up there would have been another fight. Not to mention, I would have had to kick Phoenix’s ass for gloating about her daddy visiting her at school.” 
 
    “I thought we agreed never to mention her name,” he murmurs before pushing himself up from the table.  
 
    “Where are you going? I question. 
 
    “See if they’re still here,” he says. “You coming?” 
 
    “Nah, I’m trying to avoid that section of the school,” I tell him. “Let me know if you find out anything.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Tori,” he says with a smirk, using that old nickname that he knows I hate.  
 
    He turns and walks away while I scowl at his back. “You two argue like siblings,” Brooke laughs as she reaches for her drink and takes a long pull from the straw. 
 
    “I know,” I groan. “It’s the downside of being his long lost, special little girl.” 
 
    With that, I push up from the table and decide that feeding myself is the best thing to do. I mean, while the world around me is going up in flames, I don’t need to as well. Besides, with brawls breaking out, you never know when I might need the energy. 
 
    Two hours later, the bell for the end of school is ringing and I still haven’t seen or heard from Nate. I’m starting to get a little worried. Principal Watkins has had it in for Nate since freshman year when Nate drew a very descriptive picture of a woman taking it up the you-know-what on the whiteboard in the assembly hall. I’m sure it wouldn’t have been so bad if it wasn’t in permanent marker. That picture was stuck there for two weeks before the school was able to get the whiteboard replaced. 
 
    I walk down to my car and take it as slow as possible, hoping I’ll be able to get a look at the school bad boy, but with Jesse’s Range Rover out of here, my chances aren’t great. If he got a suspension or an expulsion, he probably would have left with his mom ages ago. 
 
    Realizing this, I pick up my pace and get my ass home. I mean, there’s no point prolonging the inevitable. Mom needs to lose her marbles at me and I may as well get it over and done with. Besides, I deserve it. My actions have caused other kids to get hurt. I never wanted that. Not even close. 
 
    I push through the door and walk through the entryway to find mom already there and waiting for me. I shouldn’t have expected anything less. She instantly looks down at her watch and purses her lips. “That could have been a little quicker,” she murmurs to herself. 
 
    I resist making a smart comment and lay my bag down on the table. I quietly take a seat at the table and patiently wait, though it doesn’t take long. She straightens herself up and turns to face me. 
 
    “What you did today was absolutely atrocious and I have never been so ashamed of you.” Shit, that stung. “The way you spoke to that boy was not acceptable. You sounded cheap, like you were raised with no morals or class.” 
 
    “But he-” 
 
    “I don’t care what he did,” she yells. “I’m not his mother. It’s not my problem. It is my job to care about you, and the young lady I saw in that video is not my daughter. I raised you better than that and recently, I don’t even recognize you.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp, pushing myself to my feet. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means that since I’ve been home from Australia, you’ve changed into someone I don’t recognize. You’re harder now. Unforgiving and mean. I don’t know if that’s Nathaniel’s doing or maybe you’re doing it to yourself, trying to fit in with him and his friends.” 
 
    Rage swirls deep within me and I find myself snapping at the woman who gave me life. “Leave Nate out of this,” I demand. She scoffs but I continue. “Did you consider this is what happens when someone is abandoned by her parents for two months?” 
 
    Both mine and mom’s eyes widen as we realize what just came out of my mouth. Shit. I shouldn’t have said that. Pain flashes across her features and instant regret seeps right through me. After all, she was in Australia caring for her dying mother. “How dare you?” she shrieks.  
 
    My eyes cast down. “Sorry,” I mumble. “I didn’t mean that.” 
 
    She leans back against the kitchen counter and crosses her arms over her chest. She studies me for an agonizingly long few seconds. “You really are changing,” she says. “And you don’t care who you hurt in the process.” 
 
    I study my bag on the table. “I guess I’m grounded until the end of time?” I say, trying to wrap this up. 
 
    “You bet your ass you are,” she says. “I have no choice but to contact your father about all this.” 
 
    “Why?” I grunt. “You’re just going to worry him.” 
 
    “None-the-less, he’s still your father,” she lets out a deep sigh. “You have a one week, in school suspension. You’re to report to the office every morning. You may have your lunch break with your peers and then you’re to return to the office until the end of the day. Following that, you come straight home. I’m still undecided if you may see your friends in that time.” My mouth opens for an argument, but she cuts me off. “Nate included. Now, get up to your room and get your homework done. Dinner is at seven.” 
 
    With that, she turns and walks away, leaving me completely dumbfounded. I mean, I’ve been grounded before, but she’s never come down this hard on me. 
 
    I let out a deep sigh and grab my bag off the table before trudging up the stairs. After missing most of my classes today, I don’t really have much homework, so naturally, I get it done in no time. With nothing else to do, I grab my Kindle and settle in. I mean, this isn’t too bad, apart from the whole ‘not being able to see Nate’ thing. I guess I’m lucky she didn’t take my phone. 
 
    The thought has me reaching across to check if he’s messaged, but just my luck, there’s nothing. I let out what must be my hundredth sigh for the afternoon.  
 
    This sucks. I mean, it royally sucks. I want nothing more than to walk out my door and drive my ass over to Nate’s place to find out what the hell happened without the risk of getting in more trouble. Don’t get me wrong, I love my mom and I hated when she was away, but when she was gone, I had complete freedom. I could come and go as I pleased and there was no one waiting to bust my ass if, and when, I fucked up. 
 
    I get lost in my Kindle and when I finally roll over and shut it off, I realize it’s after ten at night. No wonder I’ve been yawning so bad. 
 
    I reach across and flick off my bedside table lamp and close my eyes, only a noise outside my window stops me from drifting into the sleep my body has been longing for. 
 
    I squint towards the window and see absolutely nothing in the darkness. I know it’s probably the wind or a tree, but I can’t stop thinking about how easily Phoenix had broken in here a few weeks ago. 
 
    A hand appears on the widow titanic style and I stifle a scream as my heart leaps out of my chest. Next to appear, Nate’s face as he laughs like a hyena. 
 
    I push the blankets off my bed and cross the room with a heavy glare. I push open the window, being careful not to knock him off the roof. “What do you think you’re doing?” I scold. “You scared the crap out of me.” 
 
    “I know,” he laughs as he climbs through the window and pulls it closed behind him. He takes my hand and gives me a yank, making me fall into his muscled body. He brings a hand up and runs his knuckles down the side of my face. “I had to see you,” he murmurs. 
 
    I melt. My head tilts into his hand as my heart explodes within me. “You saw me before lunch,” I remind him. 
 
    “That hardly counts,” he tells me as he pulls me along towards the bed. “Come on,” he says. “I’m tired and I refuse to go to sleep until I’ve devoured every inch of your body.” 
 
    Yes, sir. 
 
    Something within me screams that I should complain about being treated like a piece of meat and raise my standards, but when it comes to Nate and his body becoming one with mine, I physically don’t have the strength to say no. “Ok,” I tell him. “But only if you completely blow my mind.” 
 
    A sexy smirk crosses his lips and makes my insides clench. “Don’t I always?” 
 
    Not a second later, he throws me down on the bed and comes crashing down with me. True to his words, he completely blows my mind. Over and over again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    I walk through the halls of Broken Hill High as tired as can be on Tuesday morning. I mean, Nate and I only went to sleep a few hours ago, but it was so worth it. I mean, it’s always exceptional with Nate, but last night, he set my body on fire. 
 
    At some point, we had to stop and when my mind finally sobered, I remembered to ask him what the hell happened with Principal Watkins. He’d told me that Trish absolutely kicked ass in the meeting and he also got away with suspension, though, his time will be served at home where I’m sure he’ll be spending every second working on his Mustang.  
 
    I don’t really understand suspensions. I mean, sure they sound bad and look bad on your school records, but for guys like Nate who have absolutely no intention of going to college, it’s more like taking a holiday. 
 
    From Nate’s explanation, Trish had completely dominated and put Principal Watkins in his place. She apparently started by flaunting her good looks, which I don’t entirely believe, but when that didn’t work, she brought out the big guns and threatened a lawsuit for the negligence of supervision on school property. Without that, I’m almost positive Nate would have been expelled, though I’m sure he’s on a tight leash now. Every move he makes will be watched closely. 
 
    Really, all I got out of him is that I’ll be spending the next week hardly seeing him unless he wants to make a habit of sneaking through my window every night, which I am more than ok with. 
 
    I get to my locker and I feel the eyes of everyone on me. The bruising on my face has completely come out and I’d bet every cent I own that’s what they’re staring at. It’s hideous. I looked like a stranger when I saw my reflection this morning. I mean, I guess that’s the price you pay when you insert yourself into a situation you don’t belong. 
 
    Whispered conversations are heard all around me and I do my best to tune them out as I know they’re only talking about the fight. It’s all anyone has talked about since it happened and it’s driving me insane. I mean, why can’t they talk about Jessica Monroe offering to blow the science teacher for an A in Biology? 
 
    I let out a sigh as I lean against the locker. Maybe it’s a good thing I’ll be locked away from the rest of the world for the next week. 
 
    I look up and down the hall and don’t see Brooke anywhere. She must be running late as usual. There are only a few minutes left before the bell, but I was hoping to at least see some of my friends before I get banished to the office. 
 
    I grab my phone from my bag and slide it into my pocket before shutting the door on my locker. As I turn back around to face up the hall, I see all the cheerleaders making their way down it. 
 
    Half of them give me sideways glances while the other half stare straight ahead as though looking my way is beneath them. One cheerleader though, turns and gives me a smug grin that makes me want to claw it off her face. 
 
    Phoenix Reilly.  
 
    God, I hate her. Though, I guess I’m lucky she’s not actually my half-sister. That would suck like you wouldn’t believe. 
 
    She scoffs as her grin widens like she’s won some kind of challenge, but I guess in her eyes she has. She’s got Caden Ryder living in her home, but what she doesn’t realize is that the boys couldn’t be happier that they got rid of him. He’s her problem now. I don’t doubt she’s going to try and rub it in. It won’t work though, and that’s going to be fun to watch. 
 
    Brooke and Elle walk down the hallway with Brylee and Courtney a few steps behind. A smile graces my lips and Brooke instantly smiles straight back, prompting Elle to look my way as well. I’m about to walk to meet them when to bell rings, telling me to get my ass to the office.  
 
    Damn. I break away from my locker as the girls pick up their pace so they’re not late for their first class of the morning. I get halfway up the hall before turning around and catching Brooke’s eye, I pull out my phone and hold it up, letting her know I’ve got it with me. She nods in understanding and turns her attention back to rifling through her locker while I focus on getting to the office without convincing myself to leave. 
 
    Three hours later, I sit at a desk in a lonely little room, tapping my pencil against my water bottle and listening to the rhythmic sound while wishing I was anywhere but here. 
 
    For the millionth time today, I pull out my phone and silently beg for something to be there. I mean, I’ve already gotten through the work I was assigned and scrolled through days’ worth of posts on my Facebook page. I’ve texted all the girls and both the boys and so far, nothing. 
 
    It’s killing me. I can’t do this for a whole week. 
 
    As I light up the phone, I take everything back as I see one lone text message waiting for me from Jesse. I can’t open it fast enough. 
 
    Jesse – You know in 2069, kids will have to write 69 on everything. 
 
    A burst of laughter comes tearing up my throat and I slap a hand over my mouth and silently shake as my eyes snap to the door, hoping no one is about to come in. When I decide the coast is clear, I work on my response. 
 
    Tora – Are you always an idiot or do you just show off for me? 
 
    He responds almost instantly. 
 
    Jesse - Do your parents realize they’re living proof that two wrongs don’t make a right? 
 
    Tora - Do you ever wonder what life would be like if you had gotten enough oxygen at birth? 
 
    I grin to myself. He can’t possibly beat that. 
 
    Jesse – Your birth certificate is an apology letter from the condom factory. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Tora - I'd like to see things from your point of view but I can't seem to get my head that far up my ass. 
 
    Jesse - Some babies were dropped on their heads but you were clearly thrown at a wall. 
 
    Tora - Does your ass get jealous of all the shit that comes out of your mouth? 
 
    Jesse - I could eat a bowl of alphabet spaghetti and shit out a better come back than that. 
 
    Damn it. He’s got me. 
 
    Tora - … 
 
    Tora – Damn you! I cave. 
 
    Jesse – FUCK YEAH!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 
 
    Tora – Well played, sir. Well played. 
 
    I put my phone down and get back to tapping my pencil against my drink bottle. I check the clock on the wall. Twenty minutes before lunch. I can do this. 
 
    When the bell finally rings, I let out a long sigh of relief. I can’t get out of here fast enough. I grab my phone off the desk and practically run through the door. I leave everything else on the desk, because seriously? Who’s going to steal that crap? 
 
    I push my way through the cafeteria door and smile at all the people. I’ve never been so happy to see them in my life. Though, I’m still a bit depressed that none of the faces belong to Nate. 
 
    I join the line to get myself some food and soon enough Elle joins me. “Hey,” she says as she moves in beside me, ignoring the protests from the people behind me. “How’s your suspension going?” 
 
    “Could be worse,” I shrug as I reach us both a tray. 
 
    “What awful job are they making you do?” 
 
    “Huh?” I grunt, scrunching up my face. “What do you mean? I’ve just been given my usual school work.” 
 
    “What?” she shrieks in outrage. “When I got an in school suspension, I had to do all sorts of bullshit jobs.” 
 
    “Like what?” I scoff, not believing her. 
 
    She raises an eyebrow. “I had to clean up the teacher’s lounge after their dirty ass lunch and vacuum all the classrooms because the cleaner’s son was sick and she couldn’t come.” 
 
    I laugh as I reach for a sandwich. “That’s so funny.” 
 
    Elle rolls her eyes. “Yeah, totally funny,” she scoffs as we leave the line and walk towards our table where Brooke and the girls are already sitting. “I swear, if you don’t have to do at least one bullshit job, I’m going to be pissed.” 
 
    “What are you going to be pissed about?” Jesse asks as a heavy arm falls over my shoulder. 
 
    “Just your little sidekick here getting away with murder on her in school suspension,” Elle explains before launching into her spiel about it not being fair that I’m not scrubbing the toilets or scrapping the gum off the underside of all the desks. 
 
    My phone goes off in my pocket as I sit down at the table. Placing my tray down, I dig through my pocket and pull my phone out with a smile, knowing that with both Brooke and Jesse here, that only leaves one other person who’d be texting me right now. And just as I thought, I was right. 
 
    Nate – Sorry, babe. I didn’t hear my phone over the music. How’s your suspension going? 
 
    I get busy texting him back when Jesse nudges my shoulder. “I bet his texts aren’t as good as mine.” 
 
    “No,” I laugh. “Your texts are brutal.” 
 
    “I know,” he laughs. “They were pretty fucking good.” 
 
    I get back to finishing my text and hit send. 
 
    Tora – Boring as bat shit! How’s your holiday? 
 
    Nate – Fucking awesome! 
 
    I roll my eyes and grin. 
 
    Tora – I’m so jealous. 
 
    Nate – I’ll make it up to you tonight. 
 
    Tora – Is that a promise? 
 
    Nate – Always. Enjoy the show. 
 
    My eyebrows pull down as I try to work out what the hell he’s talking about, but a commotion across the room draws my attention. I look up from my phone to find Puck standing up on the table and looking over here as all the students in the room start calling out and cheering. “Oh, no,” Courtney gasps in embarrassment as Puck grins at her. 
 
    “Oi,” Puck yells out as I hold my phone up and start recording. “Shut the fuck up.” Within the space of two seconds, the room falls into silence. Not a single person is stupid enough to ruin this moment for him. I glance across at Courtney to see her cheeks flaming bright red. 
 
    “What the fuck is this daft cunt doing?” Jess groans beside me, embarrassed for his friend. 
 
    “Shut up,” I nudge him. “He’s trying to be romantic.” 
 
    “It ain’t working,” Elle scoffs. 
 
    “Courtney,” Puck starts with the eyes of the whole school on him. “I’ve been trying to figure out a way to do this for the past few weeks and every time I come up with something, I chicken out like a fucking pussy. But not anymore, babe.” Murmurs start all over the room but one fierce look from Jesse, Maxen, or Ty and they all shut up. “You stood by me through some pretty fucked up shit and it’s about time that I start acting like a fucking man and admit, whether you know it or not, that you’re my girl.” 
 
    Tears begin to well in Courtney’s eyes and I silently beg Puck to get to the point before she turns into a sobbing mess in front of the whole school. “Court,” he says. “Be my girlfriend?”  
 
    The confidence of his proposal sounds more like he’s telling her rather than asking, but the fear of rejection hidden behind his eyes tells me he’s shitting bricks right now.  
 
    Courtney stands up and crosses her arms as a cheeky grin takes over her face. She slides her hands into her back pockets as though she doesn’t have a care in the world. “I don’t know,” she says, playing with him. “I heard you liked getting your butthole fingered, and that’s a hard pass for me.” 
 
    He grins back at her challenge as the room looks back and forth between them like a tennis match. “If anyone’s butthole is going to be fingered, it’s going to be yours,” he says. “Now put me out of my fucking misery. Are you going to be my girl?” 
 
    Courtney’s act slips as she lets out a sigh and a smile cuts across her whole face. “Oh, I guess so,” she tells him. 
 
    He does one of those boyish smiles and jumps down from the table. He cuts across the cafeteria and scoops her up into his arms before kissing her deeply as the whole room cheers for them. 
 
    I stop the video and instantly attach it in a new message to Nate. 
 
    Tora – How’d you know he was going to do that? 
 
    Nate – Fucking pussy!! The guy can’t take a piss without telling me. 
 
    Puck and Courtney’s audience gets back to minding their own business and he leads her back to our table as Maxen and Ty make their way across. “I’m just warning you,” Courtney says. “If you put your fingers anywhere near my butt, we’re done.” 
 
    “Trust me, babe,” he says with an excited grin. “You’ll love it.” 
 
    I shake my head and look away. I really don’t want to know whose fingers are going where. 
 
    The door of the cafeteria swings open and an arrogant, smug asshole comes waltzing in as though he’s the fucking king of the free world. “What the hell is he doing here?” I demand to anyone who’ll listen. 
 
    Jesse looks up to Jackson and a pissed off annoyance settles itself onto his face. “He didn’t get a suspension,” he explains. “If he did, he wouldn’t be able to play Thursday night’s game. Apparently, his mom talked Watkins into agreeing to community service or some bullshit like that.” 
 
    “What?” I demand. “He should have been kicked out for that shit.” 
 
    “Come on,” Jesse says as we both watch him sit down beside Phoenix and pull her onto his lap. “Me and Nate have done worse shit than that and just got a slap on the wrist. This school knows nothing about enforcing disciplinary action. It’s a joke.” 
 
    “For the first time, I think I agree with you.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” he gasps, looking horrified. “Are you feeling alright?” 
 
    I roll my eyes and look across at Brooke who I haven’t talked to all day, only something looks off. “I got to pee,” I tell her, knowing she’ll tag along. 
 
    She nods and I loop my arm through hers and lead her outside. “Where are we going?” she questions. “I thought you needed to pee.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nope. Just wanted to get you alone. What’s going on? You look like someone just punched you in the ovaries.” 
 
    Her face scrunches up with a cringe. “It’s that bad, huh?” 
 
    “No,” I tell her. “I just know you that well.” 
 
    She lets out a heavy sigh and plonks herself down on the grass, pulling me down with her. “Something’s going on with Max,” she says, dropping her bottom lip. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I scoff. “People have pictures of you two all over social media saying #couplegoals and OMG! I wish I had that.” 
 
    Usually, she’d smile at the comments of others drooling over her relationship but all she does is purse her lips and study her hands. “He's lying to me," she tells me in such a low tone I have to struggle to make out the words. 
 
    No. There’s no way. "What would he possibly be lying to you about? The guy is sickly addicted to you." 
 
    She looks away, unable to meet my eyes. "Last night he told me he had a family dinner, but I saw his mom at the grocery store who said she thought he was with me, and last week he 'forgot' we were going out. He stood me up then made up this bullshit excuse about heading out of town to stay with his Grandmother, but then I heard he was at some party with Tyson." 
 
    "Shit," I sigh, remembering that particular party and how Nate had wanted to go but settled for staying in with me because I had a headache. "I don’t get it,” I say. “He’s crazy in love with you. What do you think is going on? What's your gut tell you?" 
 
    "I don't know," she cries, throwing her hands around in her desperation. "He's distancing himself and I don't know why. I want to forget about it and move on, but I just can't. I love him so much, but he's going to hurt me. I feel it." 
 
    I throw my arms around her and hold on for dear life. “You don’t know that,” I tell her. “Maybe something is going on with him that he’s not ready to talk about.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “No, he’s never held back telling me things about his life.” 
 
    I let out a sigh. “I don’t know, Brooke. Maybe I can ask Nate if he knows what’s going on?” 
 
    She shrugs her shoulders. “I don’t know. I doubt he knows anything.” 
 
    “It’s worth a shot,” I say before getting to my feet. I pull her up behind me and wipe the tears from her face. “Come on,” I tell her. “Pull it together. You don’t want the others to see you like this.” 
 
    “Did my mascara run?” she questions as she wipes carefully under her eyes. 
 
    “No,” I say, taking her hand and leading her back to the cafeteria. “Looks perfect to me.” 
 
    She catches up with me so I’m no longer dragging her and she loops her arm through mine. “Thanks,” she murmurs. “It feels better getting that off my chest.” 
 
    I grin at her. “What are best friends for if not to listening to your mindless chatter?” 
 
    “Shut up,” she laughs as we step back inside. “What are your plans for Christmas break?” 
 
    I think it over and realize I actually have no damn clue. This year is going to be different without dad so we’ll have to make some changes. “I don’t really have any,” I tell her as my excitement begins to grow. I mean, there’s only a week left of school and then we get a week to ourselves. It’s going to be incredible. 
 
    “You mean, apart from drowning in a sea of Nate?” she laughs. 
 
    “Now you’re just pointing out the obvious,” I tell her. 
 
    She rolls her eyes and leads me into the cafeteria. “Well, I demand you spend at least three of those days solely on me.” 
 
    “Ok,” I laugh. “You’ve got yourself a deal, but you have to clear it with Nate first. He’s not going to be too happy about sharing his prized possession.” 
 
    “Tough shit,” she laughs. “I might even cause a little trouble and stay the night.” 
 
    Well, this is going to be one hell of an exciting Christmas break. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    I get home after a long day of doing absolutely nothing and cut my engine outside my house. The first thing I notice is that mom’s car is nowhere to be seen. 
 
    I grab my bag off the passenger’s side and run in through the big double doors. “Mom?” I call out before unlocking the internal door to the garage. I throw it open and confirm that mom’s car is definitely not here. 
 
    My mood instantly picks up. “Mom?” I call again just to make sure. 
 
    I dash upstairs and throw open every single door in the house just to be certain before flying back out to my car and starting it up. With mom missing in action, that gives me just a little time to go and see Nate, though, I need to be careful about this. I pull out my phone and send her a text. 
 
    Tora – I’m at home. You’re not here? 
 
    Mom – Sorry love. I got caught up with the girls. I’ll be home for dinner. How was your suspension? 
 
    A massive grin rips across my face. I’ll have the whole afternoon to spend with Nate. 
 
    Tora – Boring! 
 
    Mom – Get your homework done! 
 
    With that, I throw my phone down on the passenger’s side and peel back out of the driveway. Within the space of seven minutes, I’m driving through the massive gates of Nate’s home. 
 
    As I drive down to the house, I spot Nate immediately, working away on his Mustang in the open garage. He looks up as he hears my tires on the drive and puts down whatever he’s holding.  
 
    He walks forward as I bring my car to a stop and opens the door for me. “Day one of your suspension and you’re already breaking mommy’s rules,” he grins as he draws me into his arms. 
 
    I tilt my chin up to him. “I’ve been a very naughty girl. Are you going to punish me?” 
 
    He studies me for a second. “I’ll bend you over the hood of your car right now if only you were serious.” 
 
    I scrunch my face up. “Can you save that for later?” I question. “I have to get my homework done or risk facing the wrath of my mother again.” 
 
    “Ok,” he laughs as he leads me into the garage. “Wait here,” he tells me. 
 
    “Where are you going?” I demand as he heads for the internal door. 
 
    “You’ll see,” he throws over his shoulder before stalking inside. 
 
    While he’s gone, I walk around his Mustang and take it all in. I have absolutely no idea what I’m looking at but I know in the past few days he’s already done so much. 
 
    He returns a few minutes later with Jesse, each of them holding either end of the big wooden desk from Nate’s bedroom. “What the hell is this?” I question as Jesse groans and grunts when his hand gets caught between the desk and the doorway. 
 
    “It’s your new desk,” Nate says as they put it down against the wall in the garage. “I’m not done with the Mustang yet and you have homework. It’s a win/win situation,” he tells me before grinning and producing a pen from his pocket. He hands it over like my knight in shining armor. “I want you here with me. I haven’t seen you all day.” 
 
    I look back at the desk as Jesse finds a bucket and turns it upside down as a chair. He stands back and looks at his handiwork with pride before winking and disappearing. “You know, if you’re going to be working, I’m going to be awfully distracted.” 
 
    Nate grins and pulls me in. “I’m willing to take that risk,” he tells me before kissing me deeply. 
 
    I melt into him and after a few minutes, I somehow manage to find myself. I pull back and step out of his arms. “Let me get my homework done,” I reprimand him. “As soon as I’m done, I’m all yours.” 
 
    “Alright,” he says, sending me on my way with a good ass spanking. “You better hurry up though, I have plans for you.” 
 
    All my girly bits clench. I can’t freaking wait. 
 
    I drop down onto my bucket and get started on my English essay, but just as I had predicted, my eyes can’t stop turning and watching Nate as he pulls apart the old engine. I put my pen down and briefly give up on the essay. I mean, at this rate it’s not going to make much sense. “Hey,” I say as I watch him lean over the open hood of the car. “Do you know what’s going on with Max? Brooke said he’s been lying to her.” 
 
    He continues doing something that makes his muscles bulge from his arms. “What do you mean?” he grunts. “The kid is madly in love with that girl.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I muse. “But he keeps making up excuses not to see her.” 
 
    “I don’t know, babe. Do you want me to talk to him?” 
 
    I think it over for a second. “Nah,” I say. “This is between him and Brooke. I don’t want to get involved and cause problems if it’s nothing.” 
 
    “Good plan,” he grunts, distracted by his work. 
 
    “Can you keep an eye on him though? Make sure that he’s not playing up on her.” 
 
    “Ok,” he says, finally straightening up and looking at me. “And if he is?” 
 
    “Then he better watch out because I’m going to rip his balls out through his throat.” 
 
    “Damn,” he grunts. “You’re brutal.” 
 
    “Be that a lesson to you, Nathaniel Ryder.” 
 
    He scoffs as he walks over to me. “Do you seriously think I’d ever do that to you?” 
 
    “No, never,” I say, hooking my arms around his neck. “I trust you completely.” 
 
    “And so you should,” he tells me, dropping his lips to mine and devouring me. 
 
    I pull back when I hear a noise coming from inside and hope to god it’s not Trish, as she’s sure to tell my mom I snuck out. “Now, tell me,” I say as the noise moves away from the garage door. “How’d this whole rivalry with Jackson start in the first place?” 
 
    Nate shakes his head and walks back over to his Mustang, dragging me along with him. “We don’t need to get into that shit.” 
 
    “Well, if I’m going down because of it then I think I should at least know why.” 
 
    He lets out a low groan and leans forward onto the open hood. “Really? It’s stupid.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “It started as a bet.” 
 
    “A bet?” I scoff in disbelief. I mean, how could all this bullshit come from a stupid little bet? 
 
    “Yep,” Nate grunts. “Two years ago, Puck bet me to crash a Haven Falls party, and well, I wasn’t going to say no. I shut off all the electricity and locked every door and window. The only way for them to get out was to break their way out or wait for the cops to come and help,” he explains with a fond chuckle. “Girls were screaming and crying. It was like a scene from a horror movie.” 
 
    “Ok,” I say slowly. “How does this tie in with Jackson?” 
 
    “It was his party,” he says. “He got payback by spray painting a dick on the windscreen of my Camaro. It only got worse from there.” 
 
    “Are you serious right now?” I laugh. 
 
    “I wish I wasn’t.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I swear, you probably could have avoided all this shit by apologizing.” 
 
    He scoffs as he dives back into the old engine. “Have you ever known me to apologize, especially to a douche like Jackson?”  
 
    “No,” I sigh. “I realized how silly that sounded as I said it.” 
 
    He shakes his head but the smile across his face is unmistakable. “Go get your homework done,” he tells me. “I’m nearly done here and the second I am, I want to do you too.” 
 
    Excitement bubbles up within me. The way he says these things gets me so damn hot. “I have to be home before dinner,” I remind him. 
 
    “Well then, you better hurry up because I plan on taking my time.” 
 
    Holy cow. I’m definitely not going to be able to concentrate on that stupid essay now. I walk over to the internal garage door and flick the lock before pressing the button to bring down the garage door. “What are you doing?” he questions with his attention still on the engine. 
 
    I walk forward and start unbuttoning my shirt. “You don’t think you can say those things to a woman and expect her to wait, do you?” 
 
    He straightens up as he turns to watch me stalk forward. His eyes lock onto my body as I revel in the joy of watching his eyes flame with excitement. His tongue shoots out and runs over his bottom lip and I watch as a bulge begins to appear in the front of his jeans. “Now, didn’t you say something about bending me over the hood?” 
 
    A wicked grin takes over as I come to a stop before him. “I had other plans, but this seems so much better.” He reaches out and pulls my body hard into his. My shirt is stripped from my body and he takes a second to appreciate my black bra. His fingers run down the skin of my waist and I suck in a breath, loving the way his skin feels against mine. “Touch me,” I beg, needing so much more. 
 
    He shakes his head as his eyes continue to flame. “I told you, babe. I’m taking my time with this. I want to enjoy every little second.” 
 
    Fuck me. 
 
    I swallow back as his fingers reach the top of my jeans and I watch as he flicks the button before slowly peeling them down my legs. I stand before him in my black, lacy underwear, but not for long as he soon rids my body of them too. 
 
    He reaches around me and releases the hood of the Mustang before grabbing my ass and sitting me on top, bare as the day I was born.  
 
    Nate is still completely dressed and I feel extremely exposed. In any other situation, I’d be embarrassed, but not here, not with him. He takes my knees and spreads them wide as he sucks my nipple into his mouth. I want to cry out with pleasure but I don’t dare risk anyone coming and putting a stop to this. That would be criminal. 
 
    He shocks me a second later as a grin comes to his lips and he drops to his knees before me. I bite my lip in anticipation and gasp as his tongue runs over that little bundle of nerves. “Holy shit,” I groan under my breath as I watch the show. 
 
    This is easily the hottest thing I’ve ever witnessed. I twine my fingers through his hair and watch as he sets my body on fire. 
 
    Up. Down. In. Out. Repeat. 
 
    He works me until I think I could pass out from the pleasure and just when I think my body is utterly spent, he starts all over again. 
 
    He gets up from his knees and I reach for his jeans as he reaches for me. I pull him out as he hoists me forward on the hood. We barely have a second to slide the condom on before he’s buried deep inside me. 
 
    “Fuck,” he groans. “I’ll never be done with you.”  
 
    His lips come down on mine, swallowing whatever my fuzzy mind was going to try to say, and I realize that without a doubt, it will never get better than this. Being with Nate is an adventure. One that I never want to end. 
 
    After the high of my third orgasm, he holds me up against him and rests his head in the curve of my neck. We both struggle to catch our breaths and I’m pretty sure that when I get off his car, there’s going to be a sweaty ass print telling the world exactly what went down here. 
 
    When we can finally breathe, he pulls back but I slide my fingers around the back of his neck and bring him back to me. I kiss his lips as softly as I can possibly manage then look up into those dark, dreamy eyes. “I love you so much,” I tell him quietly. “I’ve never been so happy in my life.” 
 
    His eyes soften as the corners of his mouth lift. “This is only just the beginning, Tora. I’m going to give you the fucking wold.” He leans back in and kisses me again. “But just so you know, you have about twenty minutes to get your ass home.” 
 
    My eyes widen in shock. “What?” I shriek as a grin cuts across his handsome face. I scramble off the hood and dive for his phone on the workbench. Sure enough, he’s right. I need to get home.  
 
    I spin around to start searching out my clothes to find them dangling from his fingers. “Thanks,” I grunt before pulling them on. I kiss him again, open the garage, and grab my things off my new desk. “Love you,” I call over my shoulder before I dive into my R8. I don’t bother saying goodbye as I have a feeling I’ll see him in just a few hours.  
 
    “I love you, too,” he chuckles from the mouth of the garage as I start up my engine. 
 
    I peel out of the driveway like a pro and look up in my rear view mirror to see him heading back to his Mustang, hopefully, to wipe off my ass print. 
 
    I look at the clock and try to work out where all my time went, but remember Nate got me off three times, so, I guess that explains it. 
 
    I pray to whatever God there is above that mom hasn’t beaten me home and thank my lucky stars when I pull in and find she hasn’t. I cut the engine and run inside before bolting for my bedroom. 
 
    I drop my bag, throw my books on my desk and lay back on my bed with my Kindle, after all, my homework is supposed to be done by now. But I’m not worried. If tomorrow is as boring as today was, I can get it all done then.  
 
    Literally, three minutes after laying down on my bed, I hear the front door open and close. A moment later, mom’s heels on the stairs. She knocks at my door and pushes it open before peeking her head through the gap. “Hi, honey. How’s your afternoon been?” 
 
    “Good,” I lie as my afternoon was so much better than just good. 
 
    “I ordered Chinese in the car. It should be here in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Ok,” I smile. “I’ll be down in a few minutes.” 
 
    She nods her head, still trying to be a little stern with me and closes the door. The second I hear her walk away, the smile on my face grows as the adrenaline in my system begins to fade. I can’t believe I just got away with that. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “Five, four, three, two, one. HAPPY NEW YEAR!” 
 
    The fireworks go nuts as Nate’s lips come down on mine. I feel his smile against my lips and I soak it in. I’ve always wanted to know what it was like to have a New Year’s kiss, and I’m proud to report, it is amazing. 
 
    This is easily one of my favorite nights. Champagne is flowing, the music is playing, and every single one of my friends is here, bringing in the New Year with me. 
 
    “Happy New Year,” he murmurs against my lips. 
 
    “Happy New Year to you too, you big buffoon,” I laugh. 
 
    Nate shakes his head but can’t help laughing right back at me. He spins me in his arms and wraps me up so I can watch the fireworks from the most incredible spot. 
 
    We’re on Maxen’s property and for once, it’s a party his parents actually know about and have thrown quite a bit of money at. They wanted us to bring in the New Year in a big way and that’s exactly what we’re doing. 
 
    There are bonfires all over the property with decorations, a dance floor, a DJ, seating all over the place, and lanterns hanging from trees. It’s incredible.  
 
    I’ve never been to such a good New Year’s Eve party before. Well, to be honest, this is only my second one. Before that, mom and dad thought I was too young so I was shipped off to some lame babysitter while they partied the night away. As a kid, I had a few New Year’s Eve parties with Nate and Jesse and they were always great, you know, as great as an eight year old would think. 
 
    But this is on a completely different level. Tonight is nothing short of amazing. I’ve got ‘the feels’ big time. 
 
    I look across at Brooke, expecting Maxen’s tongue to be so far down her throat she’d be choking on it, though, she likes to brag that she doesn’t have much of a gag reflex so maybe the choking won’t be happening. Only, as my eyes meet hers, I find her all alone and instead of looking up at the fireworks, she’s looking around searching out the one guy she’s been desperate to spend this moment with. 
 
    “Shit,” I sigh. 
 
    Nate squeezes me and bends his head to mine. “What’s wrong?” I nod towards Brooke and he follows my gaze. “Fuck,” he grunts, dropping his arms from around me. “I’m going to kick his fucking ass.” 
 
    “You and me both,” I seethe. 
 
    “Go cheer her up. I’ll go find him.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I question, hating that we’re going to ruin this special moment. 
 
    He puts his hand against my cheek and leans in, giving me the softest kiss. “Yeah, go,” he tells me. “I’ll make it up to you later.” 
 
    I give him a grateful smile and turn away as he does the same. I make my way over to Brooke and wrap her in my arms as we both look up at the colorful sky. “You ok?” I murmur. 
 
    I feel her shoulders bounce up and down. “I don’t know,” she says. “I had this big plan to kiss him at midnight and watch the fireworks together, you know like you and Nate were doing, but I guess that’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “It ok,” I tell her. “I can kiss you if you’d like?” 
 
    A small smile plays on her lips as she continues watching the show. “With all his secrets and lies, I convinced myself that maybe he was organizing some kind of surprise for Christmas, but when that didn’t happen, I thought there was still New Year’s. Joke’s on me, right?” 
 
    She lets out a sigh and drops her head to my shoulder. “Don’t,” I tell her. “Have you actually talked to him?” 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    “Well, maybe something’s going on with him. You know, something he doesn’t want to share just yet.” 
 
    “Come on, Tora,” she scoffs. “You can’t possibly believe that, right? This is Maxen we’re talking about. I knew what kind of guy he was when we first got together. You were the one who kept reminding me, remember?” 
 
    “I know,” I sigh, remembering how, before Brooke, he was a bigger player than Jesse. “I’m still rooting for him. You two are so good together.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she scoffs. “I think so too.” I hold onto her a little tighter, hating that she’s feeling so down, but there’s not a lot I can do to take her pain away. Brooke lets out a deep sigh. “I think I’ll go find him. Get it over and done with, then I’m going to go home.” 
 
    “What?” I shriek in outrage. “No, you’re not. You’re going to come over to the drinks table with me, we’re going to make it our bitch, and then we’re going to find the girls and shake our asses. It’s New Year’s. I refuse to let you start your year by breaking up with your boyfriend. You can do that once your killer hangover wears off next month.” 
 
    She gives me a look as if to say ‘no way in hell,’ but I’m not taking no for an answer. I take her hand and drag her along behind me. We make our way through the crowded bodies of nearly every junior and senior from Broken Hill High and probably all of them from Haven Falls Private as well, though, I haven’t seen Josh Henderson so I can add that to the list of bonuses tonight. 
 
    I detour around to the girls and grab Courtney by the wrist who grabs Brylee. Soon enough, we find Elle hooking up with Tyson by one of the many bonfires and we collect her too. 
 
    I stand before the drinks table and line up the shots. “Alright, ladies,” I announce. “Let’s bring this New Year in right.” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Brylee cheers 
 
    “I’m down for that,” Elle laughs as she picks up her shot. 
 
    Brooke lets out a groan. “Fine.” 
 
    Courtney doesn’t say anything. Her shot is already gone and she’s holding her glass out for another. 
 
    We play catch up and the fireworks quickly fade into the background. Between the five of us, the bottle disappears pretty damn fast and before we know it, the fireworks are finished and we’re barging our way onto the dance floor. 
 
    Courtney screams out her favorite song to the DJ and he happily puts it on. 
 
    We start dancing and by the look on Brooke’s face, the alcohol is pulsing through her system and she’s completely forgotten about how shitty her night could have been. 
 
    At two in the morning, the girls and I collapse down into the grass right at the back of the property, far away from the prying eyes. “I can’t believe we have to go back to school,” Courtney whines as I start to feel the cold seeping into my bones. 
 
    “I know,” I agree. “At least my suspension is over. I can go back to actually sitting among human beings.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she giggles. “I was enjoying spending every day with Puck.” 
 
    Brylee scoffs. “Yeah, I noticed. Thanks for that by the way.” 
 
    Any other day, I’d feel sorry for the poor thing, yet with the alcohol running through my system, I burst into uncontrollable fits of laughter. “Shit, I’m sorry,” I tell Brylee. “I really shouldn’t be laughing at that.” 
 
    “I’m so glad my misery has brought you such joy,” she deadpans. 
 
    “Ugh,” Elle groans. “Let’s go dance again.” 
 
    “No way,” Brooke says, scrunching up her face. “My feet are about to fall off.” 
 
    “I’m in,” Brylee sings as she flies to her feet. “You coming, Court?” she says, turning back around to look down at our friend. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Courtney says as she lays back in the grass and closes her eyes. “I’ll be there in a sec.” 
 
    “Right,” Brylee scoffs as she sashays off with Elle. 
 
    Brooke and I watch on as the girls push their way through all the people to get back to the dance floor. “Thanks for making me enjoy my night,” she tells me as my phone starts vibrating in my pocket. 
 
    “No problem,” I tell her, pulling my phone out. “Have you seen him since then?” 
 
    “Nope,” she says as I check the message. 
 
    Nate – Where are you? You ok? 
 
    I type back as she continues talking. 
 
    Tora – I’m fine. We’re down the back of the property. Near the tree that looks like a dick. I think Court is passed out! 
 
    “It’s been, like, two hours,” she groans. “He’s probably buried balls deep inside some whore cheerleader giving her the ride of her life.” 
 
    “Don’t think like that,” I tell her. “He’s probably passed out somewhere. You saw how drunk he was earlier. There was no way he was going to last all night.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” she mumbles like a little negative Nancy. 
 
    I roll my eyes as Nate pushes his way through the bodies and appears before us. He starts walking towards us with a glorious smirk across his face. “See,” Brooke says. “That’s what I need.” 
 
    “Maxen loves you,” I remind her. 
 
    “Yeah,” she scoffs. “Tell that to the girls he’s currently screwing.” 
 
    “What’s going on over here?” Nate says, cutting off whatever retort I was going to give Brooke. 
 
    “Nothing, we just needed to sit for a while,” I explain before looking across at Courtney. “But apparently, that was a little too much for some people.” 
 
    He shakes his head as he looks down at her. “She’s going to have to build up her stamina if she’s going to keep up with Puck.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” Brooke scoffs. 
 
    “Come on,” Nate says, reaching down and pulling me up to my feet. “I don’t like you girls all the way out here by yourselves.” 
 
    With that, he bends down and scoops Courtney up into his arms before mumbling some shit about this being Puck’s responsibility. 
 
    We walk back down to the massive cabin Maxen’s parents built here and Nate locks Courtney in a spare bedroom before searching out Puck and handing him the key.  
 
    We go to walk back outside when Brooke tugs on my hand, stopping me in the doorway. “I think I’m going to crash,” she tells me. “I’m not really in the partying mood.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I ask, stepping back into her and making sure she’s alright. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m tired,” she says, looking away. 
 
    I see it for what it is. She’s done for the night. She’s done thinking about Maxen while pretending to have the time of her life for us. “Ok,” I say giving her an encouraging smile. “Remember to lock the door. You don’t know what weirdoes are creeping around here.” 
 
    “I will,” she says before pulling me in tight. “I’ll probably get out of here early tomorrow.” 
 
    “Ok, sure. I’ll come find you if I’m awake early enough.” 
 
    “You mean if you’ve even gone to bed yet?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laugh. I squeeze her hand and she turns away. “Night,” I call after her. “I love you.” 
 
    “Love you, too,” she says as she disappears around a corner. 
 
    I turn back to Nate and take his hand. “Tell me you found him and whopped his ass?” I demand, finally able to show my real anger about that douchebag hurting my best friend. 
 
    Nate’s face scrunches up in regret. “Sorry,” he says. “Still haven’t seen him, but when I do, I’m going to knock his lights out.” 
 
    “Good,” I grunt. “Now, why don’t you show me what it’s like to celebrate New Year’s as Nate Ryder’s girlfriend.” 
 
    A smirk lifts the corner of those delicious lips. “I’m not sure you can handle that.” 
 
    “Oh, believe me,” I grin. “I can handle anything you’ve got. Bring it on.” 
 
    “You’re going to regret that.” 
 
    “I’m counting on it.” 
 
    I collapse down in the grass beside Nate four hours later and curl into his side as the laughter gets the best of me. It’s just past six in the morning and the sun is peeking over the top of the hills in the distance. It’s been one of the best nights of my life, and even though the chill in the air has had me shivering on and off for the past few hours, it hasn’t managed to bring me down. 
 
    One arm wraps around me and he uses the other to shove behind his head as I use his wide chest as a pillow, though, it’s rock hard, just like the rest of his sculptured body.  
 
    We could have gone inside and laid in bed like the rest of the couples around here, but the second he mentioned wanting to watch the first sunrise of the year with me, I couldn’t resist, even though my yawns are starting to completely take over me. I mean, what girl in her right mind would deny Nate Ryder of spending time with her? Not me. 
 
    Majority of the partiers have cleared out already but there’s no mistaking the sound of Jesse, Tyson, Puck, and Elle still going strong. I don’t know what happened to Brylee, but I think she dropped off the face of the earth around two hours ago. 
 
    “Did you have a good night?” Nate questions as his fingers run up and down the length of my arm, sending a tickle over my skin. 
 
    I look up at him with a beaming smile. “The best,” I tell him before looking back at the pattern that clouds are making in the rays of sunlight streaming across the morning sky. “I mean, going to a party as your girlfriend sure beats going as the girl you like to pick on.” 
 
    “I bet it does,” he laughs. “But admit it, you liked having a reason to talk to me.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I scoff, playfully smacking his stomach. “I’d dare say it was the other way around. After all, you were the one secretly in love with me all those years, remember?” 
 
    “Believe me, that’s not something I’ll forget anytime soon.” 
 
    “Hey, Nate?” I say quietly. 
 
    “What’s up?”  
 
    “I know you’re obsessed with me on a crazy stalker kind of level, but just so you know, I’m kind of obsessed with you, too.” 
 
    “Ugh, really?” he teases. 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, he grabs me and rolls us so he hovers above me. “I fucking love you, Tora Roberts,” he says, smiling down at me as though his world begins and ends with me. 
 
    “Ugh, really?” I mimic. 
 
    He grabs both my hands in just one of his. “Say it back,” he demands. 
 
    I shake my head. “Nu-uh.” 
 
    His lips come down on mine. “Say it back,” he repeats. 
 
    “And what do I get if I do?” I grin. 
 
    His eyes grow hungry and he drops his lips closer to mine. “Anything you want.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted to watch the sunrise?” 
 
    “When will you get it, Tora?” he murmurs. “You are my sunrise.” 
 
    “That was super cheesy.”  
 
    “Have it your way,” he says, pulling back away from me. 
 
    “No, no, no,” I laugh as I hold onto him for dear life. I pull him back down and he watches me from above. “I love you too.” 
 
    “Good,” he whispers before bringing those lips down on mine and giving me his absolute all as we start our New Year in the best, mind-blowing way possible. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    I pull into school on a Monday morning and the instant relief that settles over me when I don’t see Nate about to tear someone to shreds is nearly overwhelming. That, combined with the fact that he’s completed his suspension so he’ll actually be here today is putting me in the best mood. I mean, nothing can tear me down today. 
 
    It’s a new year, new me. Well, not really, but that’s just what you’re supposed to say at the beginning of the new year, right? I’d rather not change a damn thing. 
 
    This year is going to be incredible. I feel it in my bones. I have Nate by my side, I have Jesse there, ready and prepared to hit me with any sarcastic comment under the sun, I have my girls, I’ll be graduating senior year, and I have a new and improved relationship with my mom, you know, as we work out how to be us without dad. 
 
    As I said, it’s going to be an incredible year. 
 
    I get out of my car as I see a familiar Range Rover pulling into the parking lot and wait as the boys park it and get out. “Long time no see,” Nate says as he takes my hand. 
 
    “You snuck out my bedroom window an hour ago,” I remind him. 
 
    “I know,” he grins as Jesse barges his way between us and hangs his heavy arms over our shoulders. 
 
    “What’s going on, Torz?” Jesse grins. “Break any hearts lately?” 
 
    “No, but I’ll break some ribs if you don’t get off me,” I tell him. 
 
    “Geez,” he gasps in mock outrage, refusing to remove his arm. “What crawled up your ass this morning?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I say. “I’m actually in a great mood and not even you can ruin that.” 
 
    His grin widens. “Is that a challenge?” 
 
    I roll my eyes as we get up to the top of the school and smile at Nate who opens the door for me. We walk down the hallway and as usual, the students diving through their lockers stop and stare at the Ryder brothers making their grand entrance. 
 
    People walk forward, wanting to say hi while other’s just gawk. You’d think I’d be used to it by now, but I’m starting to think that will never happen. Nate and Jesse’s popularity knows no bounds. It’s ridiculous. I mean, they’re just boys. 
 
    Nate bypasses his locker to continue down to mine which just happens to have Courtney and Puck making out against it, and if it wasn’t for all the people around us, I’d be worried they’d start making babies here too. 
 
    Nate puts a hand up and gives Puck a shove allowing me space to get into my locker. Jesse falls back and chats away with some guys while I spy Brooke out the corner of my eye, jamming her handbag inside her locker. 
 
    I finish what I’m doing and close my locker as Nate gets caught up in some ridiculous conversation with Puck, and from the snippets I caught on to, it sounds as though Puck is trying to convince Nate to race his car on Friday night at the races. Though, I doubt that would happen. 
 
    I make my way over to Brooke. I haven’t seen her since the New Year’s Eve party a few nights ago and she’s hasn’t been responding to my texts. I wanted to give her a little space to mope but I think I’ve given her plenty now. It’s about time she faces the music. “Hey,” I say, leaning up against the locker beside hers. 
 
    “Hey,” she responds without her usual bubbliness as she closes her locker. She leans up against it and rests her head against the cold metal. “Is he here yet?” she asks. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I tell her, looking back down the hallway. “I haven’t seen him.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she grunts. “Either have I.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I question. “Since the party?” 
 
    She presses her lips together and slowly nods her head. “Yeah.” 
 
    Shit. That’s not good. I reach out and squeeze her hand. “I’m sure-” 
 
    Squealing from down the hallway steals my attention and cuts off what I was about to say as I notice Brylee running down the hall with a slip of paper in her hand and a smile that practically cuts her face in half.  
 
    She barges her way through the students and finally breaks through the other end. “Oh, my God, you guys,” she shrieks as Courtney steps over to us with wide eyes. Brylee holds up the paper and waves it around in front of all our faces, but she moves too fast that we can’t actually see what it is. “I got in,” she squeals in excitement. 
 
    “Got in where?” I demand as I try to catch the piece of paper still flailing around before us. 
 
    “Yale,” she yells, turning the paper around in front of her chest so we can all see it. “I got my acceptance letter.” 
 
    “What?” I squeal. 
 
    Courtney’s eyes widen as she starts jumping up and down. “Holy shit,” she laughs as she throws her arms around Brylee. “Congratulations.” 
 
    Brooke just stares dumbfounded and pinches the letter from her fingers. “Whoa,” she gasps. “You got in.” 
 
    “Didn’t you think I would?” Brylee grins back at her. 
 
    “Oh, I definitely thought you’d get in, I just didn’t think you’ hear back from them so soon. I mean, this makes it so real.” 
 
    “I know,” she agrees. “Senior year is going so fast. We’re already halfway through.” 
 
    “So, you’re definitely going?” Courtney asks her as they finally calm down. “Didn’t you apply to Harvard as well?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says. “I’m still waiting to hear from them, but Yale was my top choice. I’ve always pictured myself as a Yale girl.” 
 
    “I’m so happy for you,” I tell her, pulling her in and giving her a tight squeeze. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Nate asks as he comes over with Puck and Jesse. 
 
    “Brylee got into Yale,” Courtney says, stepping back out of the circle to make room for the guys. 
 
    “Shit,” Jesse grunts. “Are you serious?”  
 
    The smile on her face is confirmation enough and brings on another wave of congratulations. I mean, this is a big deal. The rest of us are just hoping to get into the local college to stay close to home while others, like Nate, aren’t even planning on going. Though I’m not going to lie, when the time comes, I’m going to be applying to Harvard Law, you know, considering I kick butt on the LSAT. Geez, just thinking about it terrifies me right down to the core. 
 
    As for Nate though, I’m still working on the whole college thing. He wants to build his own business and he wants to do it now. He doesn’t think he needs to go to college, but I think he should at least go and get a business degree or maybe study something in engineering.  
 
    His plans are to breathe life back into old cars, but not just any old cars, the really nice ones. You know, the kind you see at those ostentatious car shows that some billionaire had delivered wrapped in bubble wrap. Yeah, those. He has the skill and the motivation to make it happen, but this isn’t a single man operation. He’s going to need employees and because of that, he should be going to college and doing it right. 
 
    But, as he keeps telling me, a business degree isn’t going to help him rebuild an engine. 
 
    The boys finish with their congratulations the second Tyson comes down the hall and steals their attention, leaving us girls to dote on Brylee. We step out of the center of the hallway and move against Brooke’s locker as Brylee tells us all about the information pack she received. 
 
    “So, are you going to stay in the dorm rooms or get your own place nearby? 
 
    “I don’t know,” Brylee says. “I haven’t really thought about it much, but I think I’d like to do the whole dorm room thing and have the real college experience.” 
 
    “Either way, you’ll be moving away,” Court says. 
 
    Brylee gives her a sad smile and looks away. “Yeah,” she says softly. “But not yet. There’s still ages before that.” 
 
    “I guess,” Court says as her eyes begin to well with tears. “I, um… forgot something.” With that, she turns and starts heading back down the hallway with Brylee hurrying after her. 
 
    Puck looks up as Courtney walks by him and does a double take. “Shit,” he grunts before jogging after her. “Babe,” he calls. “Wait up.” 
 
    Nate looks back at me as they disappear together and raises a questioning eyebrow. I silently shake my head, letting him know everything is fine before turning back to Brooke. “You’re not about to burst into tears too, are you?” 
 
    “No,” she chuckles. 
 
    “Good, because today is supposed to be a good day.” 
 
    “Doesn’t feel like it.” 
 
    “Well, stop thinking about Max and it will be.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes and presses the home button on her phone to check the time. “Come on,” she says, looping her arms through mine. “We have just enough time to get a coffee.” 
 
    “I can get on board with that,” I smile, allowing her to drag me along. 
 
    We walk down to the cafeteria and it’s strange seeing it so deserted. We hardly ever come in here before school starts, but when you need a caffeine hit, you need a caffeine hit. We get ourselves a coffee and chat about college on our way back. 
 
    “Here,” Brooke says, pulling me up the junior hallway. “We’ll cut through here.”  
 
    I nod along and she tells me all about the virtual tour she took of the college campus she’s hoping to get in to, even though she’s told me this over a hundred times. It’s always been her dream to become a vet and I can guarantee she’s going to do everything in her power to make it happen. Actually, she won’t just make it happen, she’ll keep going until she’s the best. She’s a determined little firecracker. 
 
    I guess today is universal ‘talk about college’ day.  
 
    I’m busy studying the ground as we walk when Brooke yanks hard on my arm, bringing me to an immediate stop. “Hey, what gives?” I complain as I try not to spill my drink everywhere. 
 
    I look up to find her gawking at the sight before her. I can’t help but follow her gaze and the second I do, my blood runs cold. “That fucking prick,” I grunt as I take in Maxen leaning into a locker, flirting with some girl. 
 
    “I should have known,” she scoffs under her breath as the tears instantly spring to her eyes. 
 
    Her arm drops from around mine as her whole bubbly nature completely deflates. “Go,” I tell her. “You don’t want him to see you crying. He doesn’t deserve that. I’ll deal with this.” 
 
    She nods her head and turns on her heel, hopefully, to go the long way around while I storm forward. “Hey,” I call out as I get closer. 
 
    I watch as his eyes widen at the sound of my voice. His head whips in my direction and he instantly jumps on the defense like any other guilt-ridden asshole would do. His hands fly up in innocence as his head starts shaking. “I… I.” 
 
    I’ve heard enough. 
 
    I grab him by the shoulders and ram my knee up into his junk. “She deserves so much better than you,” I seethe as he doubles over. 
 
    I continue on as I hear his grunts echoing up the hallway behind me while students either cheer or gasp at what’s just happened, though not one person dares ask me for an explanation. I clench my jaw as the desperate need to go back and really let him have it sails through me. I mean, a knee to the junk is hardly enough. That douchebag needs to suffer. He needs to be torn to shreds the same way he’s been doing to my best friend.  
 
    How dare he mess around on her like that? 
 
    The fury pulsing through me has my hands shaking and I do my best to try and relieve it as I push my way back out of the junior hallway.  
 
    I round the corner and face down the senior one to find Nate still talking with Tyson and Jesse while girls flaunt themselves around them, though all three boys studiously ignore them. If I weren’t so pissed off, I’d probably even laugh about it. Instead, I storm down the hallway and shoulder check the girl trying to hang off my man’s arm as I continue on to Brooke, who’s furiously trying to grab her things out of her locker. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Nate grunts under his breath as he follows behind me. 
 
    I get to Brooke and distantly realize my coffee is no longer in my hands, but there are more important things to worry about. “Are you ok?” I ask, studying her face. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she grunts out as she briefly looks at me and then at Nate over my shoulder. Her attention flies straight back to her locker and I realize she’s getting ready to bolt out of here. 
 
    “Brooke?” I say. 
 
    “Don’t,” she snaps. “I just want to be alone.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “No,” she demands, flinging her handbag over her shoulder and slamming her locker. “Just… I want to be alone.” 
 
    Disappointment flutters through me. “K,” I mumble, pressing my lips together. 
 
    “I’ll, um… I’ll call you later.” 
 
    “Alright. Let me know if you want me to come and I’ll be there in the blink of an eye.” 
 
    “Sure,” she says, pursing her lips. “I’ll see you later, k.” With that, she turns and heads for the door. 
 
    “Fuck,” I grunt, slamming my fists into the locker. “I’m going to kill him.” 
 
    I take off up the hallway, desperate to do some damage. I mean, today was supposed to be a great day. It started incredible, right up until Courtney realized that Brylee’s acceptance to Yale meant she was going to move away. Since that moment, this whole day has gone to shit.  
 
    Nate catches me by the arm and pulls me back to him. “Whoa,” he says. “What the hell is going on? What’s wrong with Brooke?” 
 
    “We just caught Max in the junior hallway all over some skanky whore.” 
 
    His eyebrows pull down. “Are you sure?” He questions, not wanting to believe that his cousin has it in him to mess up on the girl he insists he’s in love with, the same way his dad had done to his mom for nearly two decades. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure,” I snap as the anger continues pulsing through me. 
 
    “Hey,” he soothes, pulling me into him and holding me tight. “Calm down. You’re not about to go apeshit on his ass. I’ll deal with him.” 
 
    “No,” I growl. “She’s my friend.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit whose friend she is. He’s my cousin and you’re not about to get another suspension for fighting. That’s my thing. You have a future to think about.” 
 
    “And you don’t?” 
 
    “Tora,” he says, sternly. “Leave it. I’ll deal with it outside of school. For now, you need to calm down.” 
 
    I look away. “What if I kind of already hurt him?” 
 
    His eyes narrow on me as he tries to work me out. “What did you do?” he questions. 
 
    I let out a long breath. “I kneed him in the balls.” 
 
    “Shit, babe,” he groans trying to hold back a grin. “Is it wrong that turns me on?” 
 
    The bells rings as I roll my eyes. “You’re like a walking hard-on,” I tell him as I cross the hallway and grab my book out of my locker before making sure my phone is safely tucked away in my pocket. 
 
    I turn back to Nate. “I assume you’re going to go fuck around for ten minutes just to piss off Mr. Miller?” 
 
    A smirk cuts across his lips as he leans down as presses a soft kiss to my lips. “I’ll see you later.”  
 
    I melt into my locker as I watch him walk up the hallway. He looks back over his shoulder and sends me a wink that has me wanting to strip him bare and bite his sweet ass. 
 
    As the hallway starts clearing out around me, I realize I’ve been daydreaming about Nate for a little too long and get a move on.  
 
    I push through the door of my first class for Monday morning and collapse down into my chair. It’s lonely here without Brooke, but I’ll have Nate here soon. As I wait for the class to fill, I pull out my phone and send her a quick text. 
 
    Tora – Remember I love you. I’ll come over this afternoon and we can drown our sorrows in ice cream and chocolate.  
 
    Brooke – You have no sorrows to drown. 
 
    Tora – I’ve turned into Jesse’s BFF. I have plenty of sorrows. 
 
    Tora - I kneed Max in the balls btw. 
 
    Brooke – Good. When I see him, I’m going to knee him into next year. 
 
    “Tora,” Mr. Miller’s voice calls out. “Put the phone away or it will be mine.” 
 
    Tora – Shit. Got to go. 
 
    I slide my phone back into my pocket and settle in for the lesson. “Alright guys, your break is over. This is the second half of your senior year and it’s time to get serious,” Miller says. “Open your books to page 89 and we’ll get started.” 
 
    I start flicking through my textbook when the door of Miller’s classroom opens wide. I look up and see Nate strolling through with a knowing grin on his handsome face. I can’t help but shake my head at his performance which always manages to push Miller’s buttons in just the right way. 
 
    Mr. Miller looks up and groans to himself. “Fuck me,” he says under his breath before addressing Nate with a sigh of resignation. “Sit your ass down, Nathaniel. Page 89.” 
 
    Nate salutes him and walks by my desk. His eyes lock on mine as he places a brand new coffee down on the corner of my desk, replacing the one he realized I never returned with before. ‘thank you,’ I mouth. 
 
    He bends down and kisses me, gaining even more of Mr. Miller’s annoyance and cuts behind my chair. I expect him to take the seat behind me as he’s done since the start of senior year, except, without Brooke here, he takes the seat beside me and rests his arm across the back of my chair. 
 
    Nate turns back at Mr. Miller and nods. “Right, I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Tora – Be ready in ten minutes. We’re picking you up whether you like it or not. 
 
    Brooke – No! Go away! 
 
    Tora – Tough shit. It’s Friday night. You’re not moping in your room all night. I’m taking you out and were having a good night. NOW GET YOUR SORRY ASS DRESSED!!!!!! 
 
    Tora – Love you. 
 
    Brooke – Fuck you! You’re a dirty swap turd! 
 
    Tora – Nasty frog fucker! 
 
    I let out a relieved sigh. Job well done. Brooke and Max officially broke up on Monday afternoon and she’s spent the last five days living in her own filth, refusing to leave her room, and drowning herself in her own bubble of depression. 
 
    I mean, no matter how hard Nate clocked Max in the jaw, it will never take away the sting he left on Brooke’s heart. He completely shattered her through and through. She had fallen hard for him and he proved us all right; he’s a no good, sleazy player. 
 
    I warned her at the beginning that he wasn’t a good guy. He’s like an older version of Jesse but then he asked her out and they were amazing together. Now, it’s all blown up in her face. She wasn’t expecting it. In fact, none of us were. He made me trust him with her and I’ll never forgive myself for that. 
 
    She deserves a guy that will give her the world, not one that will leave her alone on New Year's Eve. It came out on Wednesday that he was actually with some girl that night, just as he’s been the whole way through their relationship. He played Brooke like a puppet. But what really makes me sick about that night is that we were sitting in the grass near the back of the property and apparently Max was in the bushes behind us, screwing some chick from Haven Falls Private. He could probably hear me and Brooke talking. 
 
    “Is she coming?” Nate asks as he pulls up out the front of my house in Jesse’s Range Rover 
 
    “Yep,” I tell him, walking around to the passenger’s side and opening the door.  
 
    Jesse looks back at me as though I’ve grown a second head. “You’re kidding right?” he grunts, refusing to give up his spot. I mean, he’s already lost the keys, now he’s about to lose the front seat entirely.  
 
    “Dead serious,” I tell him. 
 
    He shakes his head. “I’m not sitting in the back of my own car.” 
 
    “Please?” I beg. “I’ll introduce you to this girl from my History class.” 
 
    He scrunches up his face. “What was her name?” 
 
    “Brittany,” I tell him. “I heard she’s double jointed and a dancer so she’s flexible.” 
 
    “And if I say no?” 
 
    Nate’s fist punches out and instantly gives Jesse a dead leg. “Then I’ll move you myself,” he warns his brother. 
 
    “Fine,” he groans. “But I want Brittany and all her friends,” he tells me as he jumps down from the front seat.  
 
    He stands before me and I reach up on my tippy toes to kiss his cheek. “You got yourself a deal.” 
 
    With that, he steps around me and climbs in the back as I haul myself up in the front and lean across to kiss Nate. “I’ve never heard of a Brittany,” Nate grunts as he hits the gas and drives back up my long driveway. 
 
    “I know,” I tell him before grinning back to Jesse in the back seat. “That’s because she doesn’t exist.” 
 
    “What?” he roars in outrage as he slowly shakes his head, completely devastated. “I knew it was too good to be true. A double-jointed dancer. Damn.” 
 
    A laugh comes bubbling up and I have no choice but to let it free. “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “I couldn’t help myself.” 
 
    “You owe me, big time. In fact, tonight you’re my wing woman. Everywhere I go, you go.” 
 
    “No way,” I shriek. “I’m good, but there’s no way I can keep up with you. Besides, I’ll be babysitting Brooke and making sure she doesn’t drunk dial Max.” 
 
    “You’re right. Brooke should be my wing woman.” 
 
    “What? No.” 
 
    Nate squeezes my hand. “It’s not actually a bad idea.” 
 
    “Are you nuts? He’ll destroy her.” 
 
    “No, he won’t,” Nate defends. “He’ll keep her mind off Max and make sure she has a good time. Jess is exactly what she needs.” 
 
    I turn around and set my fiercest glare on Jesse. “If you even have one sexual thought about her, I’m going to castrate you.” 
 
    Jess makes a cross against his heart as he grins back at me. “Cross my heart and hope to die.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as we pull into Brooke’s driveway. “What are you, twelve?” I laugh. 
 
    I pull out my phone and send a quick text to Brooke, letting her know we’re here. 
 
    Tora – Get your skinny ass outside. Jesse is taking you hostage tonight! 
 
    Brooke – Shit. Coming. 
 
    We come to a stop outside her house and wait for the quickest moment. Her front door opens and she comes out in a little black dress that hugs her starved body just right, making me cringe because I know she hasn’t eaten all week. “Geez,” I murmur beside Nate. “We better stop and get her a burger.” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” he replies as Jesse puts down the window and wolf whistles.  
 
    “Fuck me,” Jesse says before Brooke gets close enough to hear. “I know I crossed my heart and hoped to die, but I’m getting up in that tonight.” 
 
    “What?” I shriek, spinning around in my chair to face him. “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “Sorry, babe. I’ve made up my mind.” 
 
    “Nate? I grunt, hoping he will be able to help me out here. “Isn’t there some kind of bro code?” 
 
    “Nope. Sorry. Max didn’t treat her well, so in our eyes, she’s open for the taking,” he laughs as Brooke opens the door and starts climbing in. “It’s out of my hands. Besides, you know how Jesse gets. If he wants something he won't stop until he’s got it. It’s in Brooke’s hands now.” 
 
    “What’s in my hands?” she questions, always hating when she’s being talked about. 
 
    “Dinner,” I tell her. “Your choice.” 
 
    “Oh, um. I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Jesse says. “You’re going to need your energy for tonight.” 
 
    She narrows her eyes on him before turning back to me. “What do you want to eat?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I tell her. “Maybe a burger.” 
 
    “Fine,” she says. “A burger it is.” 
 
    With that settled, Nate gets busy driving us to Broken Hill’s famous drive-through diner which just happens to have the best burgers in the country, well, in my opinion, it does. Five minutes later, Nate throws me the bag of take out and I do my front seat passenger duty of handing out everyone’s dinner. 
 
    “Whose party are we going to?” Brooke asks as she unwraps her burger and looks at it as though it could kill her. 
 
    Jesse fills her in on the plans for the night as I look to Nate. “Is this what it was like when I wasn’t eating?” I ask quietly. 
 
    “Worse,” he grunts. “She’s only like this because she’s upset. You weren’t eating because your twisted mind was hurting you.” 
 
    I press my lips together and watch as she lifts the burger to her lips. “You made me better,” I remind him. 
 
    “Damn straight, I did,” he grins triumphantly. 
 
    I resist rolling my eyes. "I'm sorry I put you through all that," I tell him as I bring my soda to my lips. 
 
    He looks across at me as though I'm some misbehaved child in need of a stern talking to. "Just don't do it again." 
 
    I can't help myself as I draw a cross over my heart. "Cross my heart and hope to die." 
 
    "You're trouble, Tora Roberts." 
 
    "Wouldn't have it any other way." 
 
    With that, we drive the rest of the way mostly in silence. Mainly with me shoving the burger down my throat and Jesse working his charm on my best friend. 
 
    We pull up at the race track twenty minutes later and for once, Nate actually parks the Range Rover among the other cars. "You're going to make me walk?" I tease as he cuts the engine. 
 
    "I can't be an arrogant pig every time, can I?" 
 
    "It's never stopped you before," Jesse grunts before getting out and helping Brooke down in her heels. 
 
    Jesse walks off with her leaving Nate and I behind. I wait for him to lock the car before he pockets the keys and takes my hand in his. As we walk closer to the track and the crowded bodies, it occurs to me that this is the first time since Nate's accident that we've been here. "Are you ok?" I ask him, hating that it took me so long to realize that this could be hard for him. 
 
    "Yeah, I guess," he grunts, lifting a shoulder in a shrug and being way too blasé about the whole thing while also letting me know he'd rather not talk about it. 
 
    "Ok," I say, letting out a breath. I mean, if he wasn’t feeling great about the whole thing, he'd tell me, though, he would probably wait until we were home alone in bed. 
 
    We walk the rest of the way, hand in hand until we get to our favorite spot which just happens to have the best view of the track. 
 
    We watch a few races and by the end of the third, Nate can hardly keep still. "What's the matter with you?" I question with a smirk. "Would you quit fidgeting?" 
 
    He pursues his lips and tears his eyes off the track to look down at me. "Puck said I could race his car," he tells me. 
 
    Ahhhh, and it suddenly makes sense. He's itching to get out on the track. "So, why don't you?" 
 
    “Nope,” he says, shaking his head. “It sucks seeing your car as a mangled heap of metal. I’m not going to risk racing and doing that to someone else’s pride and joy. Especially not Puck. He’d kill me if I destroyed his car.” 
 
    “But you wouldn’t destroy it,” I argue. “You’re one of the best racers around here and what happened to your Camaro wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    “Nope. I’m not risking it,” he says as the scrawny guy who runs these races walks by and gives Nate a nod. Though, I can’t think of his name. It might have been Aiden or Adrian. No, it’s Aaron.  
 
    Aaron stops and walks towards Nate, holding his hand out. “No hard feelings?” he says. 
 
    “Nah, man. We’re good,” Nate tells him. “I’ll be back in a few months with a new car.” 
 
    “A few months?” he scoffs in surprise. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nate grunts. “I’m rebuilding a Mustang. It’s going to take a while.” 
 
    “Alright, sure,” he says. “Give me a call when you’re good and I’ll get you back on the track.” 
 
    Nate nods and Aaron walks away.  
 
    We watch a few more races with the guys and eventually, Puck and Ty show up. Though, luckily for Brooke, Max isn’t here. I doubt she’ll be that lucky at the party tonight. When the races come to an end and all the guys from Haven Falls Private are starting to get a bit rowdy and stoned, Nate calls it. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “You read my mind,” Puck says. “I want to get to the lake already.” 
 
    “You just want to go skinny dipping with Courtney,” Jesse laughs, making a wicked grin spread across Puck’s face. 
 
    “Are you serious?” I shriek. “It’s way too cold to go skinny dipping. Your balls will shrivel up and fall off.” 
 
    “Hey, never you mind about my balls,” he says. “They can handle it and if not, I’m sure Courtney will help me warm them up.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groan. “I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Come on,” Nate laughs, taking my hand and pulling me away. “Let’s go. I want to get you drunk and take advantage of that sexy body of yours.” 
 
    I shake my head and try to hold in my laughter but it’s too damn hard. “I’m down for that.” 
 
    We get back to Jesse’s Range Rover and pile in before Nate takes off down the dirt road to get out of here. He pulls up at Broken Hill lake twenty minutes later to find the place already packed with dancing bodies, grinding against one another as others loiter by the water. 
 
    “Now, this is what I’m talking about,” Jesse grins from the backseat. 
 
    “For once, I think I agree with you,” Brooke laughs as she grabs her heels and slips them back on her feet. “Now, get me drunk.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” he says before they both hop out of the backseat and hurry towards the party. 
 
    “Shit,” I groan. “I’m going to have to keep an eye on her tonight.” 
 
    “Nah, she’s fine. Jesse will make sure she’s safe,” he says. “She just needs to let her hair down and forgot about this week.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    I climb out of the car and get my ass over to the dancing bodies. I find Brooke right in the middle with Jesse dancing up on her. I push him away and trade places. If anyone is going to be dancing like a skank ass bitch tonight, it’s going to be me.  
 
    Nate finds me a little while later and brings me a drink. He goes to walk away but I grab him and pull him back, not allowing him a chance to escape. He’s never liked dancing but right now, he’s got no choice. Though it doesn’t take him long to get into it, especially when I push my ass back into him and he grinds against me. 
 
    We find Courtney and Brylee, and ten minutes later, Elle stumbles up, looking as though she’s already drunk a little too much. “Hey,” she cheers holding her drink up before throwing it back. 
 
    “I’ll drink to that,” I tell her before doing the same with mine. 
 
    The girls follow suit as the song is changed to one of Brooke’s ultimate favorites. We all squeal as she starts jumping up and down. 
 
    Nate groans behind me. “And that’s my cue to go,” he says as he pulls me in tighter. “Don’t go far,” he tells me. “There are some guys here we don’t know.” 
 
    “Ok,” I grin. “Same goes for you. I’m sure there’s a lot of tramps here, dying to bag themselves a Ryder brother.” 
 
    “In that case, I better let them know where I am.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I laugh, pushing him away. 
 
    He leaves me with my girls and it’s not long before we find ourselves getting up to mischief, especially when we see Maxen arrive with a girl on his arm. I expect Brooke to break down and want to leave, but instead, she surprises the shit out of me and we put a plan in place. 
 
    “Alright, ladies,” she says putting her hand in the center of our circle. “You all know your jobs?” 
 
    “Got it,” I say, putting my hand in the center, on top of hers. 
 
    The girls do the same and on three, we break. 
 
    I laugh like a hyena as I duck down and dart out of the middle of the dancers. I run around the tables of food and drinks, knowing there’ll be a box or bucket hiding around here somewhere. I spy Brooke out the corner of my eye and burst out laughing. 
 
    Nate catches my eye next and with one look from him he knows we’re up to something, but I’m too excited to stop. I throw every ounce of my concentration back into searching for my boxes and find two little tubs filled with ice that aren’t actually being used. 
 
    Perfect. My grin rips across my face so big that it’s nearly to the point of pain. 
 
    I grab the two tubs and go to tip the ice out when I think better of it. I’ll definitely keep the ice. I hurry down to the water’s edge and go to start filling the bucket with water when Brooke’s laugh cuts me off. “Wait,” she cackles. “I’ve got something better.” 
 
    She produces two big bottles of red soda and I burst out laughing as she cracks them open and starts filling the tubs. I mean, this is going to be incredible. 
 
    A few minutes later, we meet the girls at our rendezvous spot and look over what we’ve all managed to come up with. Elle holds a bag of crusty old leaves and has practically mulched them into tiny little pieces. Courtney managed to find some baby powder, though, I have absolutely no idea how she found that here, and Brylee must have raided an old bird’s nest in the woods as she’s found a whole bunch of dirty feathers. “I hope you’re going to wash your hands after touching that,” I grunt with a grin. 
 
    “Well, duh,” she grunts, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Right,” Brooke says, too eager for our bullshit banter. “So, this is how it’s going to happen.” 
 
    Precisely three minutes later, we all look over our shoulders and double check that Maxen is still with his date and we make our move.  
 
    We split up so he doesn’t see us coming and I walk right by Nate and Jesse who look at me with deep curiosity, but I don’t dare stop. Brooke needs this as bad as I want to be a part of it. 
 
    We surround Max at all angles and the idiot doesn’t even look up to notice us here. “NOW,” Brooke yells. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Brooke and I throw our icy red soda all over Maxen from either side, making sure to drench him from head to toe. He gasps out in shock as the girl shrieks. Before Max has a second to even figure out what the hell is going on, Elle and Brylee come in with the leaves and feathers which magically stick to the red soda that’s busy soaking into his white shirt. 
 
    As soon as they step out of the way, Courtney faces him front on. “This is for cheating on my girl,” she scolds him before raising the baby powder and letting him have it. 
 
    I fall to my knees in uncontrollable laughter with Brooke by my side. My stomach hurts and protests but I can’t stop. “He,” gasp, “looks like,” gasp, “a red snowman,” Brooke howls. 
 
    “I know,” I laugh, wrapping my arms around my stomach. 
 
    I can’t stop watching him. The guy is furious but he doesn’t dare come and face the wrath of Brooke, especially with the eye of every person at this party on him. Instead, he pulls his keys, wallet, and phone out of his pocket, slams them into Tyson’s chest and rips his shirt off over his head before stalking towards the water and washing off the sticky red and white mess. 
 
    “How humiliating,” I grunt beside Brooke. “Washing off in front of everyone here.” 
 
    “Yep,” Brooke agrees, but when I look across at her, the fun has gone from her eyes and I realize that she hates herself for hurting him like this. After all, she’s still in love with the guy, but deep down, she knows she needed it to help her move on. 
 
    “Well, that was interesting,” a familiar voice says from behind us. 
 
    I turn around to find Nate looking down at me. He holds a hand out and helps both me and Brooke to our feet before dusting off the dirt stuck to my ass, though, I’m pretty sure he was just trying to cop a feel. “He deserved it,” I defend. 
 
    Nate nods and turns his attention on Brooke, but something tells me he’s not so thrilled about the whole thing. “Is it all out of your system now?” 
 
    A small smile plays on her lips. “Yeah, I think so,” she tells me, straightening up as she recognizes the challenge from Nate. “It felt pretty damn good.” 
 
    “Good,” he says. “I’ll let you have that. He wronged you. But pull shit like that on one of my guys in front of a crowd like this, and you’ll be dealing with me,” he says, reminding me of the old Nate. 
 
    I narrow my eyes on him, but he refuses to look at me.  
 
    How dare he? I mean, yes, he is Nate Ryder, the school bad boy who has built a whole reputation on the fact that if he or his boys are messed with, they’ll mess with you right back, and we just challenged that. But this is Brooke. This is me. What’s he going to do? Set her car on fire? 
 
    “Back off,” I tell him, stealing his attention before Brooke decides to say anything that will ignite a fire. 
 
    Nate slowly turns towards me and I see the hesitation behind his eyes. He doesn’t want to put me in my place, but with all these people watching, he’ll do it. “Don’t,” he warns me, quietly. 
 
    I raise my chin. Right now, I don’t care that he’s the guy I’m madly in love with. I don’t care that he’s my rock. Right now, he’s the douchebag that just threatened my best friend. “Don’t what, Nate?” 
 
    “Trouble in paradise?” shrill laughter is heard from the people surrounding us. I recognize the voice as Phoenix Reilly’s and watch as Nate’s jaw clenches, but I don’t dare give her the attention she’s looking for.  
 
    This is not a good position to be in. We need to deal with this without the eyes of the whole senior year on us. “What are you doing?” he demands quietly. 
 
    I narrow my eyes. There are so many things I want to say right now, but nothing that needs to be said with the eyes of the world on us, besides, with Nate’s need to be on top and my need to never have him treat me like the bully he used to, we’ll never get anywhere. So, I turn and stalk away, knowing without a doubt, he’ll follow right behind me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    I storm into the boat shed at Broken Hill Lake and look at the couple about to get naked against the wall. They gasp at my sudden appearance but look on in fear as Nate storms in behind me. “Get out,” he roars. 
 
    They blanch and hurriedly collect their things and straighten their clothes before high-tailing it out of there.  
 
    Nate slams the door behind them and turns his fury on me. “What the hell was that?” he demands. 
 
    “Are you kidding me right now?” I shriek. “What about you? Why the hell did you do that?” 
 
    He shakes his head and looks at me as though I’m some sort of stranger, one who doesn’t know the rules around here. “You guys fucked with Max in front of hundreds of people. What did you expect me to do?” 
 
    “He cheated on Brooke,” I yell as obviously he’s forgotten about all that. “He made her fall in love with him and then he crushed her.” 
 
    “I know,” he yells right back at me. “I told you, I dealt with it already. You should have left it alone.” 
 
    “He showed up with another girl,” I say outraged. 
 
    “So?” he grunts. “She ended it. What’s he supposed to do? Pine over her for the rest of his life?” 
 
    “No,” I growl. “It’s called having common courtesy, which clearly none of you assholes are capable of.” 
 
    “Don’t start that shit,” he tells me. “If you weren’t so drunk maybe you would have realized it was a stupid idea.” 
 
    “I’m not fucking drunk,” I seethe. “I had one drink.” 
 
    “So, why the hell did you do it? You know how things are. I couldn’t just stand back and let him get humiliated like that.” 
 
    “Brooke needed to deal with it herself. She’ll never be able to move on if she didn’t stick it to him.” 
 
    “And you thought doing it in front of the whole fucking party was the right way to go?” he questions, shaking his head. “Surely, you couldn’t have thought there’d be no consequences for that?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I ask, wide-eyed. 
 
    “He’s my boy. Did you forget that?” he says. “Fuck, I would have thought with all the bullshit going on with Jackson, you’d understand that. Nobody messes with my boys and gets away with it.” 
 
    “Even me?” 
 
    “Just because we're together, doesn’t mean things change.” 
 
    Well, that fucking stung. I flinch back from him as tears of anger begin to well in my eyes. “You’re messed up,” I tell him. “Why are you so intent on being perceived as an asshole? That’s not who you are.” 
 
    He turns away, refusing to answer the question as he looks out the window at the party which is still going strong. “Just, back down, ok?” 
 
    I walk up to him with my head held high. “No,” I tell him. “For five years, you made my life a living hell. I hated coming to school, I hated going to parties, all because Nate Ryder was going to be there, and yes, I know now why you did it but your actions forced me to grow a backbone.” 
 
    “Babe,” he sighs, reaching for me. 
 
    “No,” I demand, moving away from his touch. “I promised myself that I’ll never let you treat me that way again. So, when you try, which I know you will, I’m always going to fight back. Every single time.” 
 
    He grabs me and pulls me into him. “Tora, I fucking love you,” he tells me. “That shit is in the past. I’d never go after you the way I used to.” 
 
    I lean my head against his chest, needing his touch even though I desperately want to hate him right now. “But you’d still hurt me just to prove a point to the rest of the world.” 
 
    “Babe,” he says, rubbing his hands up and down my arms. “No,” he finally says. “I wouldn’t, but Brooke isn’t you.” 
 
    “She’s my best friend,” I remind him. “I’m always going to stick up for her, the same way you would for Max.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “No,” I cut him off. “She was hurting. She said herself that she was done. Why can’t you just leave it?”  
 
    “I did,” he says. “I told her she could have that.” 
 
    “But you should have stopped at that. Instead, you tried to intimidate her with a warning knowing she’ll never back down to you,” I say. “What if that was us, Nate? What if it was me one of the boys were trying to intimidate like that?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t,” he says with his eyes hardening. 
 
    “They would.” 
 
    He lets out a sigh. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want you to just… leave it. She’s not going to go after him again.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Fine,” he groans. “But if she makes a scene, I won’t be holding back.” 
 
    “You know it would be an all out war, right? Brooke isn’t the kind to go down easy.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says, pressing his lips into a straight line. “I never thought she would.” 
 
    I let out a breath and wrap my arms around him before sliding my hands under his shirt to feel his warm skin against mine. “I hate this,” I tell him. 
 
    “I know,” he says, reaching down and lifting me. I wrap my legs around his waist as he sits down on a bench with me firmly in his arms. I sink into him and let this moment wrap around me. He kisses the soft skin of my neck before resting his head on my shoulder. “I’d never let the boys hurt you,” he tells me. “I didn’t mean to remind you of the way things used to be.” 
 
    “It was five years of torture,” I remind him. “Just seeing you glaring at someone reminds me. It’s not something I can just forget about.” 
 
    “I’ll never forgive myself for all that,” he tells me. “It makes me sick that I treated you so bad.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell him as I untangle my hands from under his shirt and pull back to look at him. “It’s all in the past now,” I say, leaning in and pressing my lips against his. “Just don’t ever cheat on me. You won’t be able to handle the hell I bring down on you.” 
 
    “Really, now?” he says, kissing me again. “And what exactly do you plan on doing?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m going to let the whole world know that you’re not the hardass you pretend to be. I’m going to tell them that you prefer strawberry milkshakes over chocolate ones, that you sing in the shower when you think I can’t hear, and that under all the bullshit, you’re actually the sweetest guy I’ve ever met.” 
 
    He looks at me horrified. “That’ll destroy me.” 
 
    “I know,” I grin. 
 
    “You fight dirty.” 
 
    “Did you expect anything else?” I ask him. “After all, you’re the one who taught me how to play.” 
 
    He looks at me with nothing but love in his eyes. “I never thought I’d end up with the one girl who could put me in my place and get away with it,” he tells me as he goes to get up. 
 
    I shake my head and hold him down. “Where do you think you’re going?” I question. 
 
    “Back to the party,” he says slowly, confused with where I’m going with this. 
 
    “So, you want to skip over the whole make-up sex thing?” 
 
    “Hell no,” he says, settling back onto the bench as a wicked grin crosses his lips. He leans back against the wall of the boat shed and runs his fingers down my side, bringing a shiver over my skin just like he knew it would. “But I think I’d prefer kinky, dirty sex.” 
 
    “In a boat shed?” I gasp as I grind down onto him to feel him hardening beneath me. 
 
    “Why the hell not?” he grins. 
 
    “What if someone walks in?” 
 
    “Then they can join in,” he says. “We can make it a party.” 
 
    “No,” I laugh as he slips his hand under the back of my shirt and unhooks my bra. “I don’t share my toys.” 
 
    “Really? You wouldn’t have a threesome?” 
 
    “Depends,” I say as I shimmy his shirt up between us. “Two girls or two guys?”  
 
    He helps me pull his shirt over his head and my eyes instantly drop to his sculptured chest. “Two girls, of course,” he says. 
 
    “What?” I gasp in disbelief. “So, you can disappoint two girls at the same time?” 
 
    “Hey, now,” he says, grabbing my ass and lifting us both up off the bench. He turns around and lays me down on the bench before coming down on top of me with a smug grin. “You think I’m capable of disappointing a woman during sex?” 
 
    I smile up at him and go to tell him that it’s definitely possible, but we both know I’d be lying. His lips come down on mine and he swallows my retort as my body arches up into him. 
 
    His hand travels up my waist and pushes my shirt up with it making me desperate to feel his skin against mine. I pull the shirt up over my head and slide my unhooked bra off my arms. Nate looks down at my body with pure desire before diving in. He sucks my nipple into his mouth and a gasp sails out of mine. 
 
    Wow. This is like cloud nine. 
 
    My fingers twine through his hair as I find myself at a loss. I need his lips on mine then on my neck, but I don’t want his tongue to stop flicking over my nipple. That need only gets stronger as his hand travels down my stomach and cups me between my legs, releasing only a fraction of built up tension.  
 
    I need more. So much more. 
 
    I reach for his belt and get it undone in seconds when Nate pulls back and looks down at me with a strange confusion. “What’s that?” he says. 
 
    “Huh?” I grunt as he flies off me. “Come back.” 
 
    “I smell smoke,” he tells me, looking around the dark boat shed. 
 
    I smell the air but get nothing. “I think you’re imagining things,” I laugh as my body truly starts to miss his touch. “Now, get back over here before I have to do it myself.” 
 
    “No, seriously,” he says, walking across to the opposite side of the boat shed and looking out the window. I sit up on the bench and watch him. He actually seems really concerned about this.  
 
    A loud noise sounds at the door of the boat shed and my head whips around. I don’t see or hear anything but someone or something is definitely out there. My hands slap across my boobs and I dive for my shirt, desperate to cover myself up. “Shit,” I curse as Nate flies across the small room to the door. 
 
    He pushes on it but it doesn’t budge. “Fuck. It’s locked.” He slams his body against it, trying to free us but nothing works. I look up at him with wide, panicked eyes. “Get dressed,” he tells me as he does up his belt buckle. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” I question as he reaches for his shirt. He shrugs his shoulders but I don’t ask again as I recognize the look in his eyes. He’s deep in thought and I wonder what he’s thinking. Whether he’s looking for a way out or trying to figure out who the hell locked us in here. 
 
    Nate goes back to the door as I work on hooking my bra behind my back. I look up out the window and a strange orange glow stares back at me from the outside. “Oh, fuck,” I gasp. Nate was right. “There’s a fire.” 
 
    “What?” he demands spinning around with a speed that’s not humanly possible. “Fuck,” he curses as he takes it all in. He looks around the small boat shed for some way out which is when he points out the cans of gas in the corner. 
 
    “Shit.” I hurry to the opposite window and try to get it open as Nate turns back to the door and slams himself into it, over and over again. 
 
    “Fuck, it’s not budging,” he growls. 
 
    “Either is the window,” I tell him before turning around and searching out something that could break the stupid thing. 
 
    Nate grabs a plank of wood and hurries down to me before telling me to step back. He slams it against the window but all it does it rebound back. “Fuck,” he yells as I start to smell the smoke rising in the shed. 
 
    I turn around to the glowing window, only it’s not glowing now, it’s completely lit up. Flames lick the bottom of the shed and are quickly spreading up the walls and across the floor. “No, no, no, no,” I begin chanting as fear completely rocks through me. 
 
    I scramble around, trying to find either mine or Nate’s phone as he continues trying to break the window. The adrenaline is pumping through me and I can hardly hear a thing over the sound of my blood pulsing through my ears. 
 
    I find Nate’s phone on the floor beside the bench and quickly bring up Jesse’s number. It rings twice and I beg him to hurry and answer. “What the fuck was that, man?” Jesse demands as he answers the phone. 
 
    I don’t have time for this bullshit. 
 
    “We’re in the boat shed,” I rush out. “It’s on fire. We need help.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he curses. “I’m coming.” 
 
    I practically throw the phone down as I run to the door and desperately continue trying to get out. The heat begins rising in the shed and the smoke grows thicker. My eyes panickily look back at the big cans of gas. We’re fucked if the flames reach that.  
 
    “Tora. Here,” Nate yells. I spin around to find him slamming the plank of wood into the corner of the window, desperately trying to loosen the frame from the building. “It’s loosening,” he tells me. 
 
    I hurry over to him as the flames continue climbing up the wall and eat through all the available oxygen in the air. “Jesse’s coming,” I tell him as the smoke starts to make me feel lightheaded. 
 
    He doesn’t answer, just keeps trying to save our lives. My body begins to sweat with the increasing heat as smoke fills my lungs. 
 
    I hear what must be Jesse and the boys on the other side of the door as they try to pry it open from the other side. “Nate? Tora?” Jesse yells through the thick wood. 
 
    I hurry over to the door and call back. “Go to the window. Nate’s nearly got it.” 
 
    He doesn’t respond but a second later, I see him and the boys on the other side. A few other people come and try to put out the flames with water from the lake but the fire is already too big. They’re going to need a lot more than just a few buckets of water. 
 
    Nate continues slamming the wood into the edge of the window as the smoke gets thicker and thicker. I start coughing and Nate yells at me to mask my face with my shirt. 
 
    I grow weaker and so does he, but he’s not giving up. 
 
    The fire billows around me and the noise of the flames is incredible. 
 
    Tears streak down my face as my throat begins closing up. We’re running out of time. If we stay in here any longer, we’ll either be burned alive or die of smoke inhalation. Either way, we die in here tonight. 
 
    Unable to take deep breaths, I fall into the wall before crumbling to the ground. Nate’s movements grow slow and weak and not a moment later, he’s falling down beside me, clutching my hand in his. “They’ll get us out,” he promises through a course throat. “We’ll be ok.” 
 
    I clutch his hand with both of mine. “I don’t want to die,” I cough as tears stream from my eyes. 
 
    “They’ll get us,” he repeats, trying to soothe me but the fear in his eyes does the exact opposite. 
 
    I know they’ll get us out, but the question is… will it be too late? 
 
    My throat hurts and I focus on the feel of Nate’s hand in mine and the sound of the boys on the outside, not the heat or the way the flames take over the whole wall, not the way they quickly creep towards the cans of gas, and not the way the thick billowing smoke stings my eyes and has my chest rising and falling with quick shallow breaths. 
 
    My eyes close as it becomes too much for my body to bare. “No, babe. Open your eyes,” Nate says, but not a moment later, I pass out, wondering if I’ll ever see him again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    I’ve been stuck in this stupid hospital room for two days. It’s awful but necessary, considering I nearly died in that fire right alongside Nate. 
 
    Apparently, they got us out not long after we passed out. They dragged me through the broken window while Jesse went back for Nate. Puck performed CPR on me and Jesse did the same for Nate while they waited for the emergency services to show up and take over. 
 
    I woke up in the back of an ambulance holding Brooke’s hand as a paramedic hovered over me, saying things that I couldn’t make out. Someone told me to stay still while Brooke cried and eventually, I ended up here, still without a clue where the hell Nate was.  
 
    It was easily the worst moment of my life. Brooke stayed with me as we waited to hear what was going on with Nate. All she could tell me was that he was still out when our ambulance took off. I remember mom running in with tears streaming down her face. She pulled me into her arms and held me so tight. It hurt like a bitch, but all I could do was hold onto her and cry. The rest is all a blurry mess. 
 
    Except for when Jesse came in.  
 
    I would have been in this hospital bed for at least two hours before he appeared in the doorway. Relief poured over his face the second his eyes landed on mine. “Thank fuck. You’re ok.” I searched his face, desperate for the answers I’ve been dying for since the second I woke in the ambulance. “He’s fine,” Jesse said, walking into the room. “I broke a rib doing CPR, but he’s good. Stable.” 
 
    I closed my eyes as the relief washed over me. 
 
    Now, two days after that, I’m more than ready to get out of here. I’ve been poked and prodded at by nurses and doctors, reprimanded for not wearing the oxygen thingy in my nose, and nearly tube fed when I refused to eat from my throat being too sore. 
 
    My voice is scratchy as hell but in a few hours, I’ll be discharged and finally sent home where mom can fuss over me all she likes. 
 
    Nate has been a few doors down, but naturally, we’re not allowed out of bed to go and see each other, but that didn’t stop Nate from walking down here in the middle of the night and climbing into my bed. He held me all night, refusing to release me for even one second. 
 
    Neither one of us slept, despite how desperately our bodies needed it. We needed each other more. 
 
    We gave mom a bit of a shock when she walked in the next morning. But just that one time, she let it slide. She sent him straight back to his room with specific instructions to keep his ass there. I think she blames him for what happened. Maybe If we weren’t together, I wouldn’t have been in that boat shed in the first place, but that’s not fair. I was the one who stormed down there. I was the one who had the problem. Not him. Never him. 
 
    I tried explaining that, but all she did was shush me and make me drink more water, saying my throat needed to heal. 
 
    It’s only a few hours before I’m due to be discharged when Jesse walks in. “Shouldn’t you be at school?” my mother reprimands. 
 
    He scoffs and leans over to kiss her cheek. “How could I go to school with all this excitement?” 
 
    “I think excitement is the wrong word, sweetheart,” she says, giving him that ‘mother knows best’ tone. 
 
    “Compared to the rubbish those teachers were spouting at me this morning, I’d definitely say all the excitement is here,” he tells her. “Besides,” he adds, pulling a little brown paper bag with the logo from the café downstairs from behind his back. “If I were at school, how would you have gotten this caramel slice?” 
 
    “Really?” she asks as her eyes widen. She takes the little bag from Jesse and instantly peeks inside. “You’re an angel,” she tells him with a sigh of relief. “But I’m assuming this is to butter me up so I’ll leave Tora alone for a while?” 
 
    He gives her a tight smile. “Well… when you put it like that it sounds bad.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes and gets up from the chair beside my bed before giving Jesse a stern look. “Don’t let my daughter ride off into the sunset with your brother while I’m gone.” 
 
    Jesse salutes her. “Yes, ma’am,” he grins. 
 
    “You,” she says, looking down at me and giving me the stern mom look. “I’ll be back in twenty minutes. If you’re not right here when I get back, there will be trouble.” With that, she takes her caramel slice and walks out the door. 
 
    Jesse instantly takes her place and pulls out his phone. He brings up Nate’s number and hits call before talking into the phone. “Come down to Tora’s room,” he says. “Mumma bear is gone.” He hangs up and looks down at me to see my scowl. “Still haven’t got a replacement phone?” 
 
    “Nope,” I grunt before having a moment of silence for my fallen phone which turned into a mangled piece of metal during the fire. “Mom refuses to leave me long enough to go and get one.” 
 
    “That sucks,” he says. 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmur. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    He goes to answer when Nate walks through the door. He ignores his brother and walks right up to me. I wriggle over and make space before he climbs in beside me and wraps his arm around me. “How come you get to wear normal clothes?” I question, hating that I’m still in this ugly hospital gown which flashes my ass every time I get up. 
 
    “Because I refused to wear this stupid thing,” he says pinching the fabric of my gown between his fingers. “Besides, it makes it easier to get around without the nurses noticing.” 
 
    “I should have known,” I chuckle, wincing as the laugh tears up my throat. 
 
    Pain flashes behind Nate’s eyes as he reaches over to the little table beside my bed and grabs the glass of water. “Drink this,” he says. “It helps.” 
 
    I do as he says as he turns towards Jesse. “What’s going on? What’d you find?” 
 
    “Find?” I grunt. 
 
    “What?” Jesse says, looking at me. “You think that fire was an accident?” 
 
    I look away. My mind has refused to go there. I think I’ve been too freaked out to actually think about it but now that he’s in my face telling me things I should already know, it’s a bit hard to ignore. “Are you saying someone tried to kill us?” 
 
    “No,” Nate says, squeezing my shoulder. “I think whoever did this was just trying to scare us.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Jesse asks, probably more on board with my theory. “The door was locked.” 
 
    “Because the cops said that whoever did it had tried to put it out,” he says, making me wonder when he spoke to the police. 
 
    “What do you mean? How?” 
 
    “Apparently there was a burnt jacket that looked as though it was used to try put it out. But that fire was huge. A jacket wasn’t going to do shit,” Nate says. 
 
    “We need to get that jacket,” Jesse says. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Come on, princess. Keep up,” Jesse groans. “The jacket will lead us to the fucker who needs to have the shit beat out of him.” 
 
    “Him?” I question. 
 
    “Just a guess,” he replies, leaning back in his chair and pulling his phone out again. “Everyone was talking about it at school,” he grumbles. 
 
    “What’s new?” Nate grunts. “What’s the worst of the rumors?” 
 
    “Oh,” Jesse says with his eyes lighting up in amusement. “There are some pretty good ones, but the best was that after you stood off against Brooke, you took Tora to the boat shed and locked you both in there before setting the fire and killing her.” Jesse looks to me. “Your funeral is apparently on Thursday and kids are lighting candles in front of your locker. There’s a whole fucking shrine.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “I wish I was,” he laughs. “Originally the story was that you were both dead and all the chicks were sobbing, but when they saw me there… well, they figured I wasn’t that heartless to go to school after my brother died. So, at least they got that part figured out.” 
 
    I shake my head in disbelief. “Didn’t you guys tell them what really happened?” 
 
    “After the fifth time of trying to explain it and not being believed, I just started putting a hand on my heart and saying ‘may she rest in peace’.” 
 
    “Jesus,” I grunt. “There’s got to be some bad juju coming your way.” 
 
    Jesse laughs and goes to say something when the door of my room is pushed open and a very familiar face steps through. My jaw drops and I’m pretty sure a gasp comes sailing out.  
 
    My father steps through the threshold of the room, first his face is filled with worry and concern and I’m about to run into his arms, desperate for my daddy when his concern is replaced with anger. “What the hell is this?” he demands as he takes in Nate laying in my bed with his arms wrapped securely around me. “Get your filthy hands off her.” 
 
    I try to say something but not a damn word comes out as all I can think about is why the hell he’s here? And why isn’t he running to me, looking me over and making sure I’m ok like every other father on the planet? I haven’t seen him in well over five months for god’s sake. Why aren’t I his priority right now?  
 
    “Excuse me?” Nate says, releasing his hold on me as he pushes himself up off the bed. He walks forward and puts himself directly between me and my father, blocking my view of his disgusted glare. “As I recall, you care more about your work than being her father, so why start giving a shit now?” 
 
    “Nate,” I scold in shock. I mean, I knew he was pissed at my father for dropping everything and leaving me and mom behind, but never in a million years did I expect him to let loose on him. 
 
    Nate ignores me as my dad narrows his eyes on him. “The details of my relocation are none of your concern, Nathaniel,” my father says. “Now, please leave. I need to check on my daughter.” 
 
    Nate looks back at me with a question in his eyes and I know just the smallest hesitation from me and he won’t move a muscle. He’ll fight like hell to stay here if it meant I was comfortable, but I don’t want a fight. Not now. Not after everything we’ve been through over the past few days. And besides, maybe it’s time I got myself some answers. 
 
    I give Nate a nod and with that, both he and Jesse leave. My father waits until Nate has closed the door behind him before making his move. He steps up to the foot of the bed and looks down at me as I press the button to raise myself into a sitting position. 
 
    “How did you get yourself into this mess?” he finally says with a sigh. 
 
    I shake my head as tears start to well in my eyes. “I don’t know, we were in the boat shed and before I knew it, there were flames everywhere.” 
 
    “Tora,” he says. “I’m not referring to the fire. While I’m sure it was awful, the mess I’m referring to is Nathaniel.” 
 
    My face scrunches up as I repeat what he’s just said a few times over in my head. I couldn’t have heard him right. I swear, he just referred to my boyfriend as a ‘mess’. “What are you talking about, dad?” I ask cautiously. 
 
    “Don’t you take that tone with me, Tora,” he demands while trying to remain calm. “Go get yourself dressed and ready. I’m having you discharged and taking you home. We have a lot to discuss and we can start with why you’ve been acting out.” 
 
    “Acting out?” I grunt. “What makes you think I’m acting out?” I mean, where’s my ‘Hi, Tora, it’s been a while. I’ve missed you. How are you feeling? Oh, golly wolly, you were in a fire. Did you get hurt?’ 
 
    “Tora, we’ll speak about this at home. Now, get dressed.” With that, he turns and stalks out of the room, leaving me gawking after him.  
 
    “Nate?” I call out, hoping he’s still out there. He steps back in and before he has a chance to say a damn word, I hold out my hand. “Phone.” 
 
    His eyebrows furrow but he does as I’ve asked. He places it in my hand not a moment later and I get busy typing in my mother’s number. It rings twice before she accepts the call. “Hello,” she says cautiously, not recognizing the number. 
 
    “Mom,” I rush out. “Get back here. Dad showed up and he’s not happy.” 
 
    “What?” she gasps before pulling it together. “I’ll be there in a second.” 
 
    She ends the call and I hand the phone back to Nate. “Are you ok?” he asks, searching my face. 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “Honestly, I’m too pissed off to know,” I tell him. “Did you hear what he said?” 
 
    Nate presses his lips together and nods. “Don’t worry about it. He’s probably just pissed with me because of the fire. The same way your mom is. They’re looking for someone to blame and until they have answers, I’m their target.” 
 
    He sits on the end of my bed and takes my hand in his as we wait for either my mother or father to walk back through the door. Lucky for me, it’s my mother who decides to show first, though, from her breathlessness, she was desperate to get back here and probably ran. “Are you ok, sweetie?” she questions before glancing around the room. “Where is he?” 
 
    I don’t bother answering her first question. It’s just a formality. “He’s looking for a doctor to discharge me. He says I’m acting out and kicked Nate out.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sweetie. You know how he gets sometimes.” 
 
    “Why would he say that?” I question in confusion. 
 
    “Oh, honey,” mom sighs. “I assume this is because of your suspension a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt. “That was ages ago.”. 
 
    “You know he likes to handle these kinds of things himself. He wasn’t happy when I first told him. He gave me a list of demands on how to deal with you.” 
 
    “What kind of demands?” 
 
    “You don’t need to concern yourself with that.” 
 
    “Did you implement any of them?” I question with a raised brow. 
 
    Mom looks back at the door before grinning at me. “What do you think?” 
 
    I can’t help but smile back at her. Mom has always had my back when it comes to discipline. It’s probably the only thing mom and dad don’t see eye to eye on. Mom was raised as a free spirit, while dad had a father in the military, so you can only imagine. 
 
    The door opens and my father walks in. Nate stands as Mom turns to face him with a beaming smile. She hurries forward and throws her arms around him. “Oh, Tobias. I’ve missed you.” 
 
    Dad holds her for a second before noticing Nate is once again in the room. “I thought I made my intentions clear. You were to leave.” 
 
    “I thought I made my intentions clear,” Nate replies, still so clearly pissed off with my dad for leaving. “I’m not leaving unless Tora tells me too.” 
 
    Dad narrows his eyes on Nate and takes a step closer. I feel like I should warn him who he’s about to challenge, but then, dad’s ego could stand being knocked down a bit. “Tobias,” mom reprimands, realizing dad is about to take on a teenager. “What’s going on? What are you doing here?” 
 
    Dad lets out a heavy breath before looking back at her. “I am taking my daughter home.” With that, he turns those angry eyes on me. “I thought I told you to get dressed?” 
 
    “I’ll get dressed when I know what’s going on,” I challenge him. 
 
    “What’s going on is that your mother has dropped the ball and you’re acting out. I need to set things straight so I can get back to London.” 
 
    Anger pulses through me and I’m about to give him a piece of my mind, but mom beats me to it. “Excuse me?” she scoffs. “What did you just say?” 
 
    “Alyson,” dad sighs. “Now is not the time. Let’s get Tora home and we can discuss this in private.” 
 
    Mom steps closer to him. “I will take my daughter home when the doctor has signed her off properly, not when you deem it a good time according to your schedule.” 
 
    “Tough luck,” he says. “She’s already discharged. Time to go.” 
 
    Mom shakes her head at him before turning around to me. “Come on, darling. There’s nothing we can do here. Let’s go home before we make a scene.” 
 
    Dad scoffs behind her back and it takes everything in me not to grab my glass of water off the table and launch it at him. Instead, I narrow my eyes on him. “A little privacy, please?” 
 
    He scowls and looks at Nate. “Out.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I scoff. “As he said, he leaves only if I ask him too, and right now, it’s you I need space from.” 
 
    He looks at me as though I’m some sort of stranger before he turns on mom. “Look what you’ve allowed her to become.” With that, he stalks out of the room and I let out a heavy breath. 
 
    Mom falls back into the chair and Nate comes to me. “Are you ok?” he asks. “Just say the word and I’ll handle it.” 
 
    “Nate,” I groan. “You only know how to handle things with your fists. He’s the kind of asshole to sue and I’m not letting you get arrested because of him.” 
 
    “I give him the ok to try his worst,” mom grunts from the chair. I know she’s joking. She truly loves dad with every fiber of her being but she has a habit of letting a few things slip out when she’s pissed as hell at him. 
 
    I roll my eyes and Nate helps me to get out of bed, even though I’m pretty much fine now. He goes through the bag mom bought and finds me something to wear before heading into the bathroom and packing up the few things I have here. 
 
    “Let me get my things and I’ll come home with you,” Nate says once my room is packed up. 
 
    “You’ll do no such thing,” my mother scoffs. “If Trish found out that I let you walk out of here without being discharged to get in the middle of our family drama, she’ll eat me for dinner.” 
 
    “She’s right,” I tell him. 
 
    He lets out a heavy sigh. I see the desperation behind his eyes to fight my mom on this but he won’t disrespect her like that. “Here,” he says, handing me his phone. “I’ll steal Jesse’s. Call me.” 
 
    “Ok,” I murmur before he bends his head and kisses me. Mom clears her throat and he reluctantly pulls away. He winks before flashing me a cheeky grin. “I’ll sneak through your bedroom window tonight.” 
 
    “Again,” mom gasps. “You’ll do no such thing.” 
 
    Nate laughs before kissing my cheek and grabbing my bag. He walks out of the room and we follow behind. Nate steps up to my father and drops my bag at his feet before stalking away. Dad groans and reluctantly picks up the bag before leading the way out. 
 
    As we step into the parking lot, dad indicates for me to follow him. “We’ll talk in the car.” 
 
    “No,” I tell him, staying by mom’s side and showing off a united front. “We can talk at home,” I say, which can be interpreted as, whatever you’re going to say to me will be said in front of my mother. 
 
    He lets out another huff and stalks towards his car which must be a rental before mom and I walk towards hers. 
 
    “Why couldn’t he have just checked that I was ok and given me a hug?” 
 
    “I don’t know, honey,” she says, putting her arm over my shoulder. “He’s clearly upset about something, so I guess we’ll go home and figure it out. Maybe he’ll give you that hug once he gets it off his chest.” 
 
    I let out a low sigh. “Hopefully.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    When mom pulls up at the front door, dad is already there waiting. My jaw clenches and I sit in the car for a moment too long, trying to calm myself before I hurry up the steps and slap the douche canoe across the face. I mean, how dare he come and treat us all like crap after the shit he put us through? If anything, it should be the other way around. He should be apologizing for being away too long. Saying how he should be calling more often. 
 
    And to accuse me of acting out? I’m offended. On what grounds would he assume I was acting out? I mean, yes, I did get an in school suspension for violence but that wasn’t acting out, that was protecting Nate. 
 
    “Here goes,” mom says, cutting the engine and pushing the door open. 
 
    I try to channel her bravery as I get myself out of the car and walk around to meet her by the steps. We walk up to the door with an attitude I wasn’t aware either of us possessed, but to be honest, I really like it. 
 
    We stalk straight past dad as though he doesn’t exist and I scoop my bag up off the floor before pushing through the door. Mom stops to enter the alarm code as I continue up the steps to my room. I haven’t been home since Friday morning and all I want to do is relax in my own bed but instead, my father wants to start a family fight about what a douchebag he is. Don’t get me wrong, most days I absolutely love my dad, apart from the whole Russian sex site he was visiting. 
 
    I mean, I was in a fire two nights ago and my chest is still sore from where Puck desperately kept my heart pumping. Is it too much to ask that he just check up on us and have a nice visit before going back?  
 
    I’m in my room for all of two minutes when my dad’s voice comes sailing up from downstairs. “Tora, come down here, please.” Well… at least he said ‘please’. 
 
    I let out a loud, frustrated groan. I just want this over. I’ve got so many things to say but with the mood the three of us are in, it’s not going to go well. 
 
    I make my way downstairs being careful not to jostle myself around too much as my body still hurts a bit. I walk into the dining area and find mom and dad standing at either end of the room and from the look on mom’s face, I’d dare say that dad has already said something.  
 
    “Take a seat,” dad says, indicating to a chair that faces him head on. 
 
    I do as I’m told and from the way he’s looking at me, I can tell this is going to be more of an attack than a discussion. The second I’m settled in my chair, he lets it all out. “Your actions over the past few months have been nothing short of a disgrace,” he starts.  
 
    “Really?” I cut him off. “You’re going to start this whole thing by attacking me?” 
 
    “I’m not attacking you,” he says. “You made it clear at the hospital that you’re not happy with me, so I’m ripping it off like a Band-Aid. I’ll say my piece and then we can all move forward.” 
 
    “Just like your work,” I grunt. 
 
    “We’re not here to discuss my work,” he snaps. “I know me not being here is hard on you. On both of you. But right now, we’re here to discuss the fact that you’re slipping. Your grades are down the toilet, you’re getting suspensions for fighting, you’re attitude sucks, and you’re spending all your time with a boy who has never shown an ounce of respect in his life.” 
 
    “Leave Nate out of it. He has nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “He has everything to do with this,” dad argues. “He’s the reason you’ve turned into this atrocity. Him and your mother.” 
 
    “Watch yourself,” mom scold from across the room as she watches him with fury. 
 
    I push myself to my feet. I refuse to have him looking down on me, treating me like a misbehaving child while he’s the one who’s having a tantrum. “Did you consider I’m such an ‘atrocity’ because my father up and left without even a goodbye the same week we buried my Nanna? Nate and mom are the only people holding me together.” 
 
    “You’re going to blame this on daddy issues?” he scoffs. “Get a grip, Tora. This is all on your new boyfriend. He’s changed you, or maybe it’s you changing for him?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I grunt. 
 
    “Are you trying to be someone you’re not so he won’t get bored and move along?” he questions. “I know those boys, Tora. The real ones, not the bullshit, good boys your mother thinks they are. I’ve bailed them out of more trouble than you will ever know and let me tell you, Nathaniel Ryder is not good enough for my daughter. I don’t care that his father is an upstanding member of the community. He’s not to step foot in this house again.” 
 
    I scoff at his comments about Caden Ryder while mom steps in again. “You’re out of line, Tobias.” 
 
    “Am I?” he questions. “This is my home too and I certainly get a say in who steps foot inside it,” he says before focusing back on me. “You want to amount to something? Then quit messing around and lose the boyfriend. You’ll never be a lawyer if you keep going this way. Your grades are hardly getting by, you’re starting brawls, you’re drinking and partying far too much. Should I go on?” 
 
    The sting of his comments hits me hard and fast and I call on every ounce of my strength to not let him see just how badly he’s hurting me. That is until he slams the knife right in and twists it. “No child of mine is going to embarrass me.” 
 
    “That’s enough,” mom demands. “You do not get to waltz in here after months being away and blatantly attack our daughter like that. She is doing the best she can with the circumstances.” 
 
    “You see,” dad scolds. “This is why she’s slipping. You’re allowing it to happen. You should have nipped it in the butt at the first sign of Nathaniel hanging around.” 
 
    “I might not be very pleased with Nathaniel right now,” mom defends. “But he is a good boy. He’s been good for her.” 
 
    Dad scoffs but I cut him off. “Leave Nate alone.” 
 
    “I will do no such thing,” dad demands. “Now, call off this ridiculous relationship and start pulling yourself together.” With that, he scowls across the room at mom and disappears, probably to the study where he’ll no doubt, boot up his computer and get back to work as though he didn’t just tear me apart. 
 
    I fall down into the chair and turn to face mom with tears in my eyes. “He can’t make me,” I beg her. “Tell him no. I love Nate.” 
 
    “No one is breaking up with anyone,” she tells me. “I’m not particularly happy with Nate at the moment, but it’s not a secret that he loves with you everything he’s got. I’d never make you walk away from something like that.” 
 
    The tears begin to fall and mom comes forward to wrap me in her arms. “It’s ok, sweetie. This will pass. You’ll see. Everything will work out for the best. It always does.” 
 
    “He was mean,” I sob into my mother’s shirt, cringing as the sob rips up through my sore throat. 
 
    “He was particularly harsh, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “Harsh?” I scoff. “He was brutal.” 
 
    “Come on,” she encourages. “Don’t let it affect you. He’s angry and he’s taking it out on you. Give him the night and he’ll come around.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sigh before looking at her. “He’s right though, isn’t he? My grades are slipping.” 
 
    “Yes, honey. He was right, but he didn’t need to word it like that. You’ve been getting in a lot of trouble at school and your grades aren’t what they used to be, but you’ve been going through a lot. You lost your Nanna and then your dad went away in the same week. It’s a lot for a young mind to deal with.” 
 
    I think it over for a while. I thought I was doing ok, but maybe I’m not. “You don’t think it has anything to do with Nate, do you?” 
 
    She presses her lips together. “Don’t get me wrong,” she starts. “I’m sure he has a small part to do with that, but that’s normal with your first boyfriend. You’ve fallen in love for the first time and it’s only natural for your mind to be consumed by him. But that’s all. Your father was wrong to blame Nate. This change has come from the other aspects of your life, if anything, Nate is the one holding you together.” 
 
    I give her a small smile. “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “Why don’t you head upstairs and have a nice bath? It will help make you feel better,” she says. “I’ll get you some of my bath oils and make you some chamomile tea with a drop of honey for your throat.” 
 
    The second her words are out, I know I desperately want it. “Ok,” I say, pushing up from the table.  
 
    I head up the stairs as mom gets busy in the kitchen making my tea. I walk into the bathroom and decide to go all out. I turn on the tap and search through the cupboard for mom’s oils before putting a few drops in. The heavenly smell of vanilla fills the bathroom and I add a few bubbles to the water before putting out a few candles and lighting them up. 
 
    The thought of the candles falling and starting a fire in the bathroom soars through me but I shake it off. I can’t live in fear. I need to keep on going or I’ll never enjoy the little things in life. 
 
    With the candles burning, I tie my hair up into a high bun and turn the light off before sliding into the bath with Nate’s phone on the ledge. 
 
    I relax down into the water and I instantly feel like a million dollars. The hospital needs to invest in this kind of rehabilitation for its patients. I’m sure they’ll see a hell of a lot more happy people walking around. 
 
    Mom comes in moments later and hands me my cup of tea before placing my Kindle down on the ledge beside Nate’s phone. “You know,” she says. “Just in case you need it.” 
 
    “Thanks, mom,” I say with a smile. “Love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, honey,” she says as she stops in the doorway and looks back at me. “I’ve never been so happy to see you home before,” she tells me. “You had me so damn scared.” 
 
    “I bet,” I tell her. “I promise, I’ll never get myself caught in a fire again.” 
 
    “That’d be great,” she says with a smile before walking out and closing the door. 
 
    I finish off my tea and the second it’s down the hatch, I reach for the phone. I bring up Jesse’s number and hit call. Nate’s voice comes through the line a moment later and takes away the sting my father left behind. “Babe,” he says. “Is everything ok?” 
 
    “It is now,” I tell him. “I’ve had better days.” 
 
    “Was it that bad?” 
 
    “He called me a disgrace and basically said I’ll never amount to anything, not unless I pull my shit together.” 
 
    “I’ll kill him,” Nate promises 
 
    “Don’t,” I say. “He’s right. My grades are slipping and I’m a complete fuck up at the moment. I’ve been partying way too much, I got a suspension, I bitch slapped Phoenix, I-” 
 
    “Ok, ok, ok,” he cuts me off. “I get your point, but that doesn’t mean you’re not going to amount to anything. You’re the most determined and motivated person I know. If you want to be a lawyer then I bet my balls that you’ll do everything in your power to make it happen.” 
 
    “But my grades are slipping,” I remind him. “I won’t even get into a college like this.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine. I’ll study with you.” 
 
    “You mean, I’ll study while you work on the Mustang?” I laugh as I swirl the bubbles around with my finger. 
 
    “Isn’t that what I said?” 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” I tell him, before letting out a breath and debating whether I should tell him about dad’s not so subtle request when I realize that no matter what, Nate has my back. I shouldn’t need to hide it from him. “Dad thinks it’s because of you,” I say with a scoff. “He thinks I’m changing myself so you won’t get bored with the good girl. He wants us to break up.” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” he spits. “Your dad is fucked up, babe. I hope you didn’t inherit those genes.” 
 
    “I think I’m good,” I smile. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he questions. “Mom’s signing my discharge. Do you need me to come around?” 
 
    “As badly as I want you to, you should probably go home. I bet your mom is dying to tuck you in bed and fuss all over her special little guy.” 
 
    “And yours didn’t?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laugh. “I’m in a bubble bath with fancy-ass oils sipping a chamomile tea. She even bought me my Kindle and I bet she’s probably mushing up my dinner so it doesn’t hurt.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what? All I got from that is you’re in the bath,” he teases. 
 
    “Of course, you did,” I smile as I lean my head back against the edge of the bath and close my eyes while I listen to the soothing sound of his voice.  
 
    “Call me back,” he says with a smile in his voice. “We’ll FaceTime instead.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. I should have seen that coming. Of course, the goofball wants to get an eyeful of me butt naked. “In your dreams,” I tell him before changing the subject. “What does Puck like?” 
 
    “Tell me you don’t mean sexually?” he grunts. 
 
    “No,” I laugh. “I mean, what’s he like to do? What’s he into? He saved my life and I want to do something nice for him.” 
 
    “Shit. Are you saying I should probably do something nice for Jess?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. He made it possible for me to rock your world again. I don’t know what I would have done without you.” 
 
    “Damn,” he grunts. “I do have to do something nice. But not too nice, the dick broke my rib and it fucking hurts.” 
 
    “Shut up about your rib. I would have broken every single one of them if it meant saving your life.” 
 
    “I know,” he says. “I’m just joking. I’d prefer a broken rib over my heart not beating.” 
 
    “You and me both,” I tell him. “Now, answer the question. What can I do for Puck?” 
 
    “Honestly, you probably don’t need to do anything,” he says. “He’d be happy just seeing you walking around making the most of life.” 
 
    “Lame. I want to give him something good.” 
 
    “Alright, fine. Let me think about it,” he says before groaning. “Mom’s back. I better go.” 
 
    “K.” 
 
    “Leave your window open,” he tells me “I’ll slip in tonight.” 
 
    “No,” I rush out before he ends the call. “You can’t, not with a broken rib.” 
 
    “See you tonight,” he says, ignoring my objections. The line quickly goes dead before I have a chance to fight him on it. 
 
    I put the phone down and enjoy the rest of my bath. When the water starts to run cold, I get myself out and pull the plug. I take my Kindle back to my room, unlock my door, and curl up in my bed like I’ve been dying to do for the past few days. 
 
    I get lost in a book before my tired eyes grow heavy and I fall into a well needed sleep. 
 
    An hour later, two strong arms curl around me and pull me in hard. “I love you,” Nate whispers before pressing a gentle kiss to my forehead. 
 
    A dreamy smile crosses my lips as everything finally feels perfectly right in the world. With a sigh, I nuzzle my face into his chest, being careful not to hurt him and tell him my absolute truth. “I love you too,” I say before instantly falling straight back to sleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    From the second I pull up at school on Tuesday morning, I have people I’ve never spoken to in my life hurrying up to me. “Tora,” some girl I’ve never met cries as she stops me in the parking lot. The strange girl with tears in her eyes throws her arms around. “Oh, my god. I’m so happy you’re ok. I thought that maybe… you know.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not,” I tell her, grabbing her by the shoulders and pushing her back off me. I don’t want to be dealing with this stuff all day, especially after I woke up to find Nate already gone this morning. I mean, that’s only ever happened once. I didn’t like it then, and I sure as hell didn’t like it now. But with my dad back… I guess things will be changing. I can’t believe I’m going to say this but, maybe it’s better if he goes back to London. 
 
    I step around the girl and dodge another before making my way up to the school. I get looks from every single person in the school. I mean, does everyone know about the fire? I guess most of the seniors and juniors were there and probably saw it, but all the younger kids? 
 
    This sucks.  
 
    I push my way through the door and walk down to my locker to find a candlelight massacre before it. There’s spray paint across it saying ‘R.I.P’, flowers taped to the metal, teddy bears on the ground with scented candles which only serves to give me a headache. “Oh, man,” I groan as I start grabbing candles and blowing them out. This is so damn embarrassing. 
 
    “Oh, Tora,” I hear cried over the sound of everything else happening in this hallway. I look up to find Mrs. Kingsley hurrying down the hall with a large trash bag. “I’m so sorry you had to see all this,” she says when she finally reaches me. “I thought I’d be able to get it cleaned up before you arrived.” 
 
    Clearly, you didn’t. 
 
     “It’s ok,” I tell her with a heavy sigh as I grab a teddy bear off the ground and dump it into the trash bag.  
 
    “How are you recovering?” she asks. “Your mom phoned the school to say you were doing ok, but I wanted to check in with you anyway. It must have been scary.” 
 
    “Scary doesn’t even begin to cover it,” I grunt as she tears flowers from the locker and throws them in. “Terrifying is more like it. I thought I was done for.” 
 
    “I can only imagine,” she tells me, giving me a look filled with sympathy. “I know it’s probably not your thing, but remember that we have a school counselor that you can talk to. I know she’s been very busy lately with students believing the worst.” 
 
    “I bet,” I grunt, dropping a candle in the bag with maybe a little too much force. 
 
    “What about Nate?” she questions. “I heard he suffered a broken rib.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “He can handle it. It’s certainly not his first broken rib and I’m sure as hell it won’t be the last.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she chuckles as the designated goth student walks past. The girl gasps at me with wide, horrified eyes, before clutching a cross at her neck and holding it out towards me as though she’s going to fend me off with her beliefs.  
 
    Mrs. Kingsley and I follow her movements as she glues herself as close to the opposite side of the hallway while passing. “Is she for real?” I scoff. “Now, not only have I died, I’ve been resurrected.” 
 
    “Careful,” she warms me with an amused grin. “There will be a witch hunt now. They’ll come after you with pitchforks and torches.” 
 
    “I can only imagine,” I groan. 
 
    She finishes helping me clear away my locker and promises she’ll arrange for someone to come and remove the spray paint today. She walks away, hauling the filled trash bag over her shoulder when yet another person I’ve never met before in my life comes running up to me, an absolute sobbing mess. 
 
    “Just great,” I groan to myself. I mean, where the hell is Brooke and the girls? I need a group of people to hide in and right when I need them, they’re not here. Damn them. I’m removing them from best friend status for today. They can go on my shit list for a few hours. I’m sure that will teach them a lesson or two. 
 
    I shoo the girl away and only end up groaning again when Jackson falls against the side of my locker. “Well, you don’t look dead,” he says with his signature smirk. 
 
    “What do you want, Jackson?” I say, refusing to look at him as I make myself busy in my locker. 
 
    “I’m just checking you’re ok,” he says. “I saw the fire from the party.” 
 
    I let out a huff and turn to look at him. “Really?” I say, narrowing my eyes on him. “Lose any jackets lately?” 
 
    His face scrunches up in confusion. “What?” he grunts. 
 
    I watch him for a moment later before deciding he actually has no idea what I’m talking about. “Nothing,” I say, letting it go. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Good,” he says moving in a little closer. “I was worried about you.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me, right now?” I snap. “Do you have bipolar or something? One minute you’re using me in your twisted games to get at Nate, and now you suddenly care if I got hurt or not?” 
 
    He looks at me as though I’ve lost my mind. “I’ve told you this a million times; I’m not the asshole you keep assuming me to be, and yes, I have a problem with your boyfriend and it’s not going to change me wanting to kick his ass, but doesn’t mean I have a problem with you too. I think you’re a cool chick, Tora. I didn’t like hearing that you got hurt. You didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    I try to work out his game plan but nothing is coming to mind, you know, apart from the obvious trying to butter me up for something. The question is what. “Um… thanks,” I say. 
 
    He nods his head as his eyes quickly travel up and down my body. “Yeah,” he says, shoving his hands in his pockets and stalking away. 
 
    What on earth was that? 
 
    I watch after him as he disappears up the hallway but someone bragging about her new daddy steals my attention. I fall back against my locker and turn my whole body her way, making it clear as day that I’m listening in on her conversation. 
 
    “It’s so great,” Phoenix boasts. “He came in late last night and brought ice cream and chocolate for me and mom and we watched a movie together. I’ve been waiting so long for this and I’ve finally got it.” 
 
    “I’m so happy for you,” one of her bimbo friends says. “This has been yours all along. Screw Nate and Jesse. Oh, wait… you already did.” 
 
    “I never screwed Nate,” she defends. “But I would have.” 
 
    “Ugh,” her friend laughs. “You’re so wrong.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s so good.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at how pathetic she is. I mean, why the hell is it so important to her to have taken the boys’ father away? It’s not like she’s gaining anything good out of it, just a douchebag father. 
 
    Phoenix turns and starts going through her locker as Brooke falls in beside me. “What’s going on?” Brooke asks, noticing that my attention is somewhere else. 
 
    “Shhhhhh,” I say. “Phoenix is bragging about daddy dearest.” 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhh,” she grins in understanding before dropping into my locker beside me. “Anything good?” 
 
    “Not really,” I tell her. “She thinks the sun shines out of his ass though.” 
 
    “Ha,” she scoffs. “Well, hopefully, she’ll learn the hard way.” 
 
    “Fingers crossed.” 
 
    I nudge Brooke when Phoenix turns back to her friends and we listen in a little closer as the hallway has grown busy with bodies. “Daddy said we can buy me a new car this weekend,” she gushes. “I was thinking a Jeep Wrangler.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” her friend shrieks as a few other cheerleaders join them and start shrieking as well. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Brooke grunts. “She already has a car.” 
 
    I start shaking my head. I’m not about to pretend I understand the inner workings of a cheerleader. I mean, Brooke’s right. Phoenix’s mom bought her a shiny red BMW for her birthday last year. She couldn’t possibly need another one. 
 
    Eyes all through the hallway start looking in the same direction, letting me know the school bad boy has just walked in and I can’t help but look too. Nate walks through the doors, looking like the girl equivalent of a wet dream. 
 
    He walks down the hallway and winks as he passes me, making me wonder if I’m overthinking the whole ‘not waking up in my bed’ thing this morning. He stops by his locker to throw everything in when Phoenix steps closer to me. “Watch yourself, Tora. You wouldn’t want to start a fight and have your boyfriend try to kill you…. Oh, wait. That already happened.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes on her as the mental image of my leg kicking out and smacking her right in the vag flies through my mind. I mean, that would be so damn satisfying, but apparently, I have a problem with violence.  
 
    I’m just about to give her a piece of my mind when I decide to be the bigger person. I don’t need to sink to her level and besides, that fire was the worst moment of my life. It was terrifying and I’m not about to let her turn it into something she can use against me. So, instead, I stand tall and let her know she’s got nothing. She pulls a smug smile as if she’s won something and walks away.  
 
    “What was that about?” Nate says, coming over and pulling me into his arms. 
 
    “You sister subtly suggested that you were behind the fire.” 
 
    His face scrunches up in disgust. “Don’t call her that. She’s not my sister.” He looks over my shoulder and his face scrunches again. “Shit,” he cringes. “I didn’t see all that.” 
 
    I turn my head over my shoulder and realize he’s talking about the paint on my locker that I’d already forgotten about. I shrug my shoulders. “It was a lot worse,” I explain. “Mrs. Kingsley just carted off a full trash bag of flowers, candles, and teddy bears.” 
 
    “Shit, really?” he grins. “I should have beat you here and stolen them. I would have had gifts sorted for you for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    I shake my head. “That’d be right,” I tell him before pursing my lips. “Is, um… Is everything ok? You were gone.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says, giving me a smile that doesn’t reach my eyes, only serving to worry me more. 
 
    I look up the hallway and see a familiar body walking down it. “Ahh, just the guy I’ve been waiting for.” 
 
    “Huh?” Nate grunts as he follows my gaze to his best friend. 
 
    I ignore him as I push my way out of his arms and grab the massive candy bar leaning up against my locker. I can deal with the Nate thing later, for now, I owe somebody my life. I walk up the hallway, and when I say walk, I half run to get to Puck and throw my arms around him.  
 
    He catches me and wraps his arms around me. “Thank you,” I tell him. “I owe you the freaking world.” 
 
    He pulls back. “You don’t owe me anything,” he tells me.  
 
    “You saved my life, Puck,” I remind him. 
 
    “No, the paramedics did that. I just kept you going until they got there. I got a good feel of your tits too.” 
 
    I shake my head and ignore his ‘tits’ comment. He knows what he did was a massive deal but I’m not going to push, not here in front of the whole school. “Here,” I tell him, handing him the massive candy bar which is about the size of his long legs. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” he grunts with a smile the size of Texas as he looks at the candy bar in disbelief. “I didn’t even know this shit came this big.” 
 
    “Either did I,” I tell him. “But Google did and I convinced the company to make a rush delivery last night.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that,” he tells me. 
 
    I cringe as I look up at him. “Yeah… well, there’s more.” 
 
    “More?” he grunts. I reach into the back pocket of my jeans and pull out the piece of paper I’d printed last night and hand it to him. “What’s this?” he asks, taking the paper and unfolding it. 
 
    “A weekend in Vegas,” I explain as I watch his eyes scan over the paper. “First class tickets and you’re staying in the penthouse with all the boys.” 
 
    His eyes widen as he looks it over. “Are you shitting me?” he gasps as Jesse comes over and plucks the papers out of my hands. “This is too much.” 
 
    “You saved my life,” I repeat a little slower so hopefully he’ll understand this time. “This isn’t even close to being enough.” 
 
    “So, we’re going to Vegas?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grin. “You can take whoever you want. Your family or the boys.” 
 
    “Holy shit, Tora,” he laughs. “This is fucking amazing.” 
 
    Jesse finishes scanning the paper and looks up over my shoulder in outrage. “Where’s my fucking trip to Vegas?” he scolds Nate. 
 
    “You broke my fucking rib,” Nate reminds him. 
 
    Jesse shakes his head and looks to me. “I should have saved you instead,” he jokes, but little does he know that Nate spent his night convincing his mom to let him buy a one hundred thousand dollar speed boat for the kid before coming to my place. 
 
    He’s surprising him with a trip to the boat place over the next few days so he can pick out the colors. You know, as Jesse wouldn’t be happy if he didn’t get to pick out how ridiculous he makes the thing look. And besides, I have a feeling Puck is going to take all the boys with him to Vegas, rather than his parents so Jesse is basically winning twice here, but he can sweat it until Nate drops the big surprise. 
 
    The bell rings and even though my throat is still a little sore, I can just tell it’s going to be a good day, no matter how many more people think I’ve come back from the dead to haunt these old halls, and you know, besides the whole Nate being a shady douche this morning. 
 
    I get my ass off to class and six hours later, I realize I was wrong. It was a long shitty day, especially when I got hit with a coughing attack in the middle of Biology and nearly died from the pain in my throat. I swear it felt like razor blades cutting up and down my throat. It was awful. 
 
    So, when I walk down to my car at the end of the day, I couldn’t be happier to get out of there. “You heading home?” Brooke calls as I look around the lot for Nate but realize he must already be gone. Disappointment flutters through me. I’ve hardly seen him all day, but at least I’ll see him tonight. 
 
    “Yeah,” I tell her. “My throat is killing me.” 
 
    “Ok,” she says. “You want me to come over?” 
 
    “Sure,” I tell her, “But you better be bringing some ice cream and jelly.” 
 
    “Fine,” she laughs. “I’ll stop by the store.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I grin before opening the door and dropping down into my car. 
 
    I start the engine and peel out of the parking lot before pulling out on to the road. I turn up my music and try not to think about Nate, but let’s be honest, it’s all that’s gone through my mind all day. It’s sort of like he’s avoiding me and the only reason I can come up with is that he’s letting what my dad said get to him, which is ridiculous. 
 
    I let out a sigh and work on getting myself home without getting into an accident. 
 
    I drive past the gas station and I can’t help but notice Jesse’s Range Rover. Jesse is standing by the side of the car, filling the tank while Nate is inside paying. I go to keep driving, knowing I’ll probably see them later, but a car screeching to a holt behind the Range Rover has me pulling off the road and hurrying to get to them. 
 
    Jackson flies out of the passenger’s seat of his friend’s Charger and rushes Jesse who looks a little confused by his sudden appearance. I cringe as I hurry to catch up with them.  
 
    I look up to the store to see Nate looking out the window with wide eyes, just as surprised as the rest of us. Anger takes over his features. He’s been waiting for this since Jackson tried that bullshit at school. The only problem is, we’ve only seen him on school grounds where we are all bound by their rules. Now, out in the real world, it’s free for all and Nate has a score to settle. 
 
    I rush forward and instantly put myself between Jackson and Jesse, desperately trying to push the big walls of muscle away from each other, knowing neither one of them will hurt me. Well, I’m assuming Jackson isn’t stupid enough to hurt me in front of Nate and Jesse.  
 
    “Back off, Jackson,” I warn him as his friends start piling out of the Charger. “This isn’t going to end well for you.” 
 
    “Move, Tora,” Jesse says through clenched teeth. “You’re going to get hurt.” 
 
    “Listen to your little lap dog, babe,” Jackson spits. 
 
    “Stop calling me that,” I seethe as I go to jam my elbow hard into his stomach, only it never connects as a hand is wrapped around my waist and I’m hauled behind Nate’s body before being pushed away.  
 
    “Get out of here,” Nate demands. It takes me a second to realize he’s talking to me and not Jackson. 
 
    “Like hell,” I grunt as Jesse reaches for Jackson. 
 
    With that, it’s on. Fists are thrown and even though there is three of them and only two of my guys, they seem to be holding their own, but I’m not going to stand back and let this be an unfair fight. 
 
    I run forward and throw myself on Jackson’s back while digging my elbow into the soft spot between his shoulder and neck, trying to get him to stop.  
 
    “Tora,” Nate demands, absolutely furious with me. “Get out of here.” 
 
    “No,” I yell back at him. “You and me, we’re in this together.” 
 
    “How fucking sweet,” Jackson growls while trying to fling me off as Jesse plants his fist into one of the other guy’s jaw. 
 
    This isn’t going to end well. These boys are going to fight until the death. After all, they destroyed each other’s cars and have been at each other’s throats for well over two years now. It’s ridiculous. You’d think they stop this shit when the cars were involved. But now, they constantly have to prove who has the biggest set of balls, and let me tell you, it’s always going to be Nate. And as long as Nate has something to do with it, then so do I.  
 
    We’re a package deal, no matter how much he’s tried to avoid me today. He’s my guy and I’ll always stand right beside him. No matter what. 
 
    Fists fly everywhere and someone pulls at me, trying to drag me off Jackson, but I’m not budging. 
 
    “Hey,” The store attendant yells, running out the door holding a phone above his head. “I called the cops. You have three seconds to get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Jesse grunts as Nate dives for me. He hauls me off Jackson’s back before the guys start scrambling for their cars. 
 
    I dangle from Nate’s arm as he uses his free hand to rip open the door of my car and throw me in. “What the fuck was that?” he demands. 
 
    “I was trying to help,” I yell back at him. 
 
    “Help?” he scoffs. “You helping would be calling the boys and staying the fuck out of it, not putting yourself right in the middle of another fucking fight.” My mouth drops open as I stare at him in disbelief. “Just, go home, Tora,” he says, shaking his head as he slams the door of my car. 
 
    I'm in shock as he walks away and climbs in the driver’s seat of Jesse’s Range Rover before hitting the gas and tearing out onto the road, leaving me behind, wondering what the hell just happened. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    What a shitty week. 
 
    I lay on my bed setting up my new phone as music plays softly in the background. Nate has been avoiding me all week, apart from the usual hi and bye at school, a smile every now and then, and of course, a kiss on my cheek or forehead, but never my lips. 
 
    I haven’t tasted those lips since being discharged from the hospital on Monday. It’s now Saturday afternoon. 
 
    He hasn’t snuck through my window at night. He hasn’t told me he loves me. He hasn’t made my body come alive. He hasn’t made me feel like the luckiest girl in the world. 
 
    Something is wrong and it’s killing me that I don’t know what it is. He said it would always be us. He knows he can come and talk to me if something is bothering him, that’s what I’m here for. I love him with every little ounce of my being and I refuse to let him pull away. 
 
    Though, the whole refusing to let him pull away thing will have to wait until Monday. After all, I was the one who came up with the brilliant idea of sending the boys to Vegas, which is exactly where they are, living it up like kings. Jesse has probably forced them all to sneak into a strip club, either that or their currently involved in the biggest orgy known to man. 
 
    I let out a sigh as my foot taps away to the music. I’m in the middle of uploading all my apps on this new phone. I mean, thank god for the cloud, right? Otherwise, I’d be screwed. I’d have to start again. I just hope my details have been saved to my smurf’s village as I’ve put way too many hours into that and starting again simply is not an option. 
 
    After an hour of waiting and re-logging into all my apps, I finally have a phone that I can use, with a killer cover to go with it. 
 
    Desperate to use it, I send a text 
 
    Tora – You’re an ugly swamp muffin with a wrinkly ball sack!!!!! 
 
    She texts back instantly, making me forget about all the bullshit with Nate at the moment. 
 
    Brooke – You’re a dirty sewer rat with a crusty limp dick! 
 
    Brooke – What are you doing? 
 
    Tora – You lick asshole’s brimming with wet farts! 
 
    Tora – I’m bored! Just set up my new phone. Come over. 
 
    Brooke – Ewwwwww!!! Wet farts? You’ve been hanging out with Jesse too much! 
 
    Brooke – Give me a few hours. My pop is here for lunch. 
 
    Tora – Ok. Xxx 
 
    I put my phone down and roll onto my back. This day seriously sucks. I’ve already painted my nails, my room is clean, I’ve done a bit of studying, and nothing is keeping me interested on my Kindle, not even my go-to re-reads.  
 
    What am I going to do to pass the next few hours? 
 
    Nothing. Absolutely nothing. 
 
    The door of my room creaks open and I look across, expecting mom to poke her head in the same way she’s been doing every few hours since I’ve been home from the hospital. Only her head never pokes through, Nate’s whole body does. 
 
    I gape at him for a second before pushing myself up. He silently closes the door behind him and walks across my room to sit on the couch. “Um… What are you doing here?” I ask the quiet room. “Why aren’t you in Vegas with the boys?” 
 
    “I didn’t go,” he mutters. 
 
    “Yeah, clearly,” I say, hating that there’s an awkwardness between us. This isn’t him. He never walks into a room and not touch me, it’s always the first thing he does. This whole, sitting on the couch and avoiding my eyes is not him and it’s putting massive doubt and fear in my mind. “What’s going on, Nate?” I ask as my eyes begin to sting. 
 
    I will myself not to cry. I have a bad feeling about this. I don’t know why he’s here or what he has to say, all I know is that whatever is about to happen is going to shred me to pieces. If it wasn’t, he wouldn’t look so sick.  
 
    Nate lets out a heavy breath and finally looks up at me. I see nothing but pain behind his eyes and it shatters me. I’ve never seen him like this. He looks haunted and I hate that I don’t know what’s causing it. His deep voice cuts through my inner turmoil. “We need to talk.” 
 
    I shake my head. This isn’t good. “Nate,” I say, hoping that he’s not going to do what I think he’s going to do. I mean, after a week of avoiding me, I’ve thought through every possible scenario. 
 
    “I’m not good for you,” he says. 
 
    “What?” I grunt, cutting him off. “This is about what my dad said, isn’t it? He’s wrong. You know that.” 
 
    “Tora,” he says. “He’s not wrong.” 
 
    “Don’t, Nate,” I say over a lump in my throat. “Dad doesn’t know anything. All that stuff about the suspension and the fights are bullshit. There were perfectly good reasons behind it all. I know you know that.” 
 
    “No,” he argues. “It’s all me. Suspensions and getting into fights is my life. No matter what I do all that bullshit follows me, and now, it’s coming down on you. Your dad is right, Tora. I know you don’t want to believe it, but being with me is going to cost you your future and I can’t do that to you.” 
 
    “Don’t,” I say again as a single tear falls from my eye and splashes onto my bed. I scramble off and cross the room before straddling his lap. I need to feel him close, and maybe if he felt me again, he won’t do this. “I love you, Nate. You can’t do this. Don’t do this to us. You said you’d never hurt me again.” 
 
    My words break him and he wraps his hands around me, pulling me in close, but I see the determination in his eyes. He’s already made up his mind and that realization hits me like a freight train. 
 
    We’re done. 
 
    “Babe,” he says with deep regret. “I fucking love you too and believe me when I say that I wish I didn’t have to do this. You’re my whole fucking world and all I want is what’s best for you, but that’s not me,” he says, running his thumb under my eyes and wiping away another tear. “Look at you, Tora. Since we’ve been together, you’ve become hard. You have no issues jumping into fights and putting people in their place, but before us, you would have gawked at the idea of being so forward.” 
 
    “What do you expect?” I say. “I’m not just going to sit back and do nothing when you’re in a shitty situation.” 
 
    “That’s the problem,” he says. “Just being with me puts you in danger. I don’t want you around that. Someone locked us in a boat shed and lit it on fire, just to get at me, and you nearly fucking died. I can’t risk it anymore. I won’t lose you, Tora.” 
 
    The tears start to flow freely and I hold on to him a little tighter. “I’ll be better,” I tell him. 
 
    He shakes his head before resting it against mine. “I don’t want you to be better. I want you to be the way you are. I want you to be you, and being with me, it’s not healthy for you. Your grades are slipping and you’re going to lose everything you’ve worked for. I can’t do that to you. You deserve so much better.” 
 
    I pull out of his arms and climb off his lap. I sit on the edge of the bed and force myself to look up at him. “So, you’re calling it quits because I got a fucking ‘C’ on a test and a suspension for trying to break up a fight?” I demand.  
 
    He flies to his feet. “You nearly fucking died, Tora,” he yells. “I won’t have that on my conscious.” 
 
    Nate starts pacing the floor and I see the anger, hurt, and confusion clouding his mind, making me worry for the safety of my walls.  After all, he’s no stranger to punching holes through walls when something isn’t going his way. 
 
    “So, that’s it?” I say as the tears really start to fall. “You’re giving up on us?” 
 
    “When it’s your safety and future in question, yeah. I won’t risk that for my own selfish needs.” 
 
    “What about my needs?” I yell, flying to my feet before him. “I need you, Nate. You’re my everything.” 
 
    “Don’t make this harder for me,” he begs. 
 
    “Then don’t do it at all,” I tell him. “I refuse to go down without a fight. I know you don’t want this.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I want,” he says, stepping into me and pulling me in hard against his solid body. He kisses my forehead and doesn’t move his lips from me for a fraction too long. “I’m sorry, Tora,” he whispers as his voice begins to break. “I truly fucking love you, but we’re done.” 
 
    With that, he drops his arms from around me and walks out the door. 
 
    Sobs rip up my throat and completely overwhelm me as I crumbled down onto my bed. 
 
    How could he do that?  
 
    I’ve never felt heartache like this before.  
 
    He just… he left me. He finished something that had only just begun. We hardly had a chance to get started. I thought I had the rest of my life to love him. If I knew it was only going to last a few months, I would have loved him harder. I would have made him my whole world.  
 
    My mind swirls with a million different things. Each and every one of them to do with Nate yet, somehow, it’s a jumbled mess that I can’t even begin to understand.  
 
    How could he just tear my world apart like that? 
 
    I thought we were solid. He was it for me. I had our whole future planned out, and now it’s…. nothing. That future doesn’t even exist. 
 
    I will never move on from this. I will never find an earth-shattering, overwhelming, all-consuming, explosive love like this again and instead of thinking about how damn in love I am when I think about him, all I’m going to remember is that he’s the boy who crushed my soul. He tore me to shreds and didn’t look back. 
 
    Five years of teasing and bullying, five years of secretly giving me everything I’ve ever needed, five years of watching me from a distance and wishing I was his just thrown away because my dad got in his head. 
 
    Five years of loving me tossed aside. 
 
    I’ll never forgive him for this. 
 
    I’ve always stood by Nate. Every damn decision he’s ever made, I’ve backed him one hundred percent, but this one time, I don’t agree. He should have fought for us. He shouldn’t have let my father get in his head. This isn’t right. We belong together like peanut butter and jelly. He’s the moon to my sky and the king to my queen. 
 
    And yet, here I am wondering how the hell he could do this. 
 
    My tears quickly soak through my pillow as the pain in my chest continues to torture me. It was only a week ago that Puck pumped my heart for me, but for the first time, I’m wishing he didn’t. If I knew I’d be feeling this way just a week later, I’d have begged him to let me go. 
 
    I don’t want this life, not without Nate by my side. 
 
    He’s my world. My heart. And now it’s nothing. 
 
    I want to hate him so bad, but I can’t all I have for him is a deep, ingrained love that completely consumes me. How will I ever get past that? 
 
    I don’t know how long I stay crumpled on my bed, but my door eventually opens and for the briefest second, I think it might be Nate coming back to tell me this was some sick joke, but it’s not. It’s Brooke and the second she sees me, she collapses down beside me and pulls me into her arms. “What’s wrong?” she gasps, holding me tight. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    She’ll never understand just how hurt I truly am. 
 
    “He left me,” I say through my sobs. 
 
    “What?” she questions quietly. “Who left you. Your dad? Did he go back?” 
 
    “No,” I cry. “Nate. He broke up with me. He just… he left me.” 
 
    “What?” she gasps in disbelief. “No. He wouldn’t. He loves you more than life itself.” 
 
    I shake my head against the pillow. “Apparently, that’s not enough.” 
 
    “Shit,” she curses under her breath. “I’m sorry, Torz. What happened?” 
 
    I shake my head as another lump gets caught in my throat. If she makes me talk about it, I won’t be responsible for the horrific mess I turn into. I’m already too busy trying to figure out how I’m going to get past the next few days without breaking down. I mean, he broke up with me. Nate Ryder is no longer my boyfriend. I’ve always wondered just how shitty it would be having a guy like Nate dump me. I always assumed it would be brutal. But I was safe. That was never going to happen to me. Nate was mine and I was his. 
 
    I’ve never been so wrong. 
 
    My watery eyes meet Brooke’s concerned ones. “I… I can’t.” 
 
    “It’s ok,” she whispers, pulling me in tighter so my head rests firmly against her shoulder. “Just cry. We can talk when you’re ready, and then we’ll work out how to sucker punch him without him seeing us coming.” 
 
    I nod my head and that’s exactly how we spend the next few hours. I cry on and off against Brooke’s shoulder as she holds me and continuously offers me water, ice cream, and chocolate while she watches a movie on Netflix, one that I haven’t even bothered looking up to watch. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    It took me two days to allow mom to shove food down my throat. 
 
    Three days to talk about it. 
 
    Four days to answer my phone. 
 
    Five days to get out of bed. 
 
    And six days to answer the door. 
 
    “Fuck, you look like shit,” Jesse says, walking through my bedroom door. Though, I guess I have to give him credit for actually knocking and waiting patiently for me to decide if I was going to bother getting up. 
 
    “What do you want?” I groan, looking into a pair of eyes that look so much like Nate’s. 
 
    “What’s going on? You haven’t been at school all week and Nate has been a bigger asshole than usual. Are you sick or something? Did you guys have a fight, because if you did, I think it’s about time you kiss and makeup.” 
 
    I stare at him blankly as he makes himself comfortable on the bed that has become my salvation over the past week. “Are you serious?” I scoff in disbelief, making him look up at me in confusion. “He broke up with me.” 
 
    “What?” he grunts in complete disbelief.  
 
    I don’t say anything, just watch the way he replays my words over and over again in his head, trying to make sense of it, basically the same way I’ve been doing for the past week. I slowly nod my head as he continues watching me, just in case my red-rimmed eyes and crushed soul aren’t enough to get the point across. 
 
    I watch as understanding dawns in his dark eyes. Maybe he’s making sense of how I haven’t been at school all week or maybe how Brooke has been making it her personal mission to glare at Nate every chance she gets, though I don’t know how she manages that as I’m sure she’s still glaring at Maxen as well. 
 
    Jess pushes himself up on my bed so he can watch me a little closer. “You’re not joking, are you?” he questions in horror. 
 
    I slowly shake my head and purse my lips. “I wish I was,” I tell him, willing the tears to stay at bay. I’ve already cried so much over the past week that my eyes physically couldn’t handle anymore. They simply hurt too much. 
 
    “Shit,” he groans as he lets out a heavy breath. He gets up from my bed and crosses to me in two big strides before wrapping his warm arms around me and pulling me in. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs with deep regret. “Are you alright?” 
 
    I shake my head against his chest before pulling out of his arms. “I miss him.” 
 
    Jesse is quiet for a while as he gives me the comfort I’ve been craving since Saturday, but it’s not the same. I need Nate. “I just… I don’t get it. Why? Did something happen?” 
 
    “Jess,” I groan, flopping down onto my bed. “Don’t make me talk about it.” 
 
    He nods but I see a million questions flying around his head, making him look just as confused and lost as I feel. He flops down beside me and puts his hand down on top of mine before giving it a firm squeeze. “I’m sorry. It’s just… I don’t understand it. Did you guys fight or something?” 
 
    “No,” I sigh. I kind of wish we had, that would make it a little easier to accept. “He doesn’t think he’s right for me. His lifestyle. I’m getting in too much trouble and I’m throwing away my future.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he grunts. “This is about the fights and the fire, isn’t it? He’s worried you’re going to get hurt.”  
 
    “Newsflash. I already got hurt,” I say as a flashback of orange flames cloud my vision. 
 
    “He’s a fucking idiot,” he growls as he leans forward onto his elbows and shakes his head in disbelief. “I can’t believe he didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “Jess,” I groan as my eyes begin to sting. “Please, can we just… stop talking about him? It hurts enough as it is. I don’t want the reminder.” 
 
    He lets out a heavy breath and turns to face me before standing and attempting to pull me up behind him. “Come on,” he says. “I’m taking you out. I don’t want you moping around your room over that asshole any longer.” 
 
    I pull my hand back. “No,” I say. “I’m not feeling it tonight.” 
 
    “Tora,” he demands, looking at me as though I’m a lost child who needs to be pulled back into line. “Get your ass dressed. We’ll go to a party and have a few drinks. I promise you’ll feel so much better. You need to let loose. You know what they say; the way to get over a guy is to get under another.” 
 
    The thought of being with someone else surges through me and cuts right down into my soul, making me feel sick. “Jess,” I groan. “Go without me. You’ll have a better time.” 
 
    “Tora,” he demands again, grabbing my arm and giving it a solid yank, making me fly right up to my feet. “You’re coming out with me whether you like it or not. We’re getting fucked up.” 
 
    “No, Jess. Please, just leave me alone. I want to be alone.” 
 
    He walks over to my closet and starts picking out clothes and I find myself storming over to him, completely overwhelmed by my emotions. I mean, the idea of going out to a party, where I’m sure Nate is going to be, sounds like a horrible idea. I want to dive back under the covers of my bed and disappear.  
 
    “Stop it,” I yell at him as I snatch a dress out of his hands. “I don’t want to go to a fucking party. I want to stay home. I want to mope. I want to live in a bubble of my own depression. I refuse to go out and be the pathetic ex-girlfriend who breaks down in front of everyone when some other girl tries to get him in bed. I’m not doing it, Jess. I won’t put myself through that.” 
 
    He looks at me as though I’ve just kicked his puppy. I’ve never lost my shit at him and realizing what I’ve done makes the tears spring to my eyes. “Please?” he says, quietly, looking at me with pity. 
 
    I shake my head as the look he gives me cuts a little too deep. “Not tonight,” I tell him, hastily wiping at my eyes. “I want to be alone.” 
 
    He purses his lips as he studies me before letting out a low sigh. “Fine,” he says, looking down at the ground. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    With that, he walks out the door, leaving me feeling worse than when he got here. 
 
    Great. I’m a fucking bitch now, too. Nate was right. I have changed. I’m here yelling at the one guy who has done nothing but be an incredible friend to me. 
 
    I collapse back onto my bed and curl my arms around my pillow before crying into it, just like I’ve done every other day this week. I didn’t think it’d be so hard seeing Jesse. I mean, he’s just Jesse, yet he shares the same eyes and dark hair with a man that I’m so in love with. Jesse is part of our inner circle and breaking it to him was almost as bad as the actual break up. 
 
    I try to find a book to read, but nothing keeps me interested. All I can think about is that party tonight. No doubt Nate is going to be there and I can only just imagine the girls falling at his feet. But what’s worse is that now he has no attachment to me. He can do whatever the hell his heart desires with those girls and there’s not a thing I can do about it. 
 
    The thought kills me, but the mental image is worse. So much worse. 
 
    The door of my room flies open and within the blink of an eye, Brooke stands before me looking down at me in disgust. “Ugh, I had a feeling you’d be moping in bed.” 
 
    “Ever heard of knocking?” I grunt, rolling over to face away from her. 
 
    “Ever heard of not being a depressive ass rat?” 
 
    “Ever heard of leaving me the hell alone?” I throw back at her, sending a nasty glare over my shoulder. 
 
    “Wow,” she smiles, innocently. “You’re such a treat. I’m so glad I came over.” 
 
    “What did you expect?” 
 
    Brooke lets out a heavy sigh and comes and joins me on my bed. “Don’t push me away,” she begs. “I know you’re hurting. I’ve just been through this and I was like you. I just wanted to be alone, but you came and forced me to go out and that helped. Now, it’s your turn. I’m not going to let you hole up in your room like this. You haven’t left the house in a week, and quite frankly, you stink. When was the last time you showered?” 
 
    I narrow my eyes on her. “Did Jesse call you?” 
 
    “Jesse?” she grunts in confusion. “No. Why would he call me? He basically forgot I exist after I turned him down the other week.” 
 
    “You turned him down?” I mumble into my pillow that smells faintly of Nate. Reminding me again, that it’s a smell I’m going to have to forget. 
 
    “Yeah,” she says. “I couldn’t screw him after dating Max. I’m not ready for that yet, even though it would have been incredible and a great way to get back at Max, but I’m just not ready. I couldn’t bring myself to do it.” 
 
    I slowly nod my head. “I know the feeling.” 
 
    “We’ll get there,” she tells me. “It sucks, but we’ll eventually move on.” 
 
    Yeah… nah. I don’t see that happening. 
 
    “Come on,” she says. “There’s a party at Crystal Summers’ place tonight. Why don’t you come with me? We can dress up, look hot, and show those boys what they’re missing.” 
 
    I don’t respond and she leans over the top of me to get a good look at my face. “Please?” she begs with big puppy dog eyes. “Don’t you want to slut it up and stick it to him?” 
 
    “No,” I groan. “He didn’t hurt me in the same way that Max hurt you.” 
 
    “What about getting so trashed you can’t feel it anymore? So wasted you forget all about Nate Ryder?” Fuck, that sounds good. “You need to get out,” Brooke continues as she sees the idea starting to grow on me. “Be a little wild. Reckless. Go crazy. Do something you never thought you’d do in a million years.” 
 
    “Reckless?” I murmur. 
 
    She gives me a smug grin as though she’s won something. “Yeah.” 
 
    An idea strikes and I can’t help but grin back at her. “I can be reckless.” I mean, what do I have to lose? Nate left me. My father left. My Nanna died. What does it matter if I’m a little reckless? 
 
    “Good,” Brooke says. “But before you go apeshit crazy and show the world that you’re the new bitch in town… you need to shower first. I mean, good lord. It smells like an ass died up in here.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    With that, I throw the blankets off me and grab my pillow. You know, the one that smells like him. First things first, I pull the pillow out of the cover and find myself a pair of scissors. “What the hell are you doing?” Brooke shrieks. 
 
    “It smells like him,” I tell her as I stab the pillow and start shredding it to pieces. “How am I supposed to move on if I’m coming home every night to a pillow that reminds me of him?” 
 
    “Good point,” she grunts before grabbing the sheets off the bed and ripping them back. “In that case, your bed needs a makeover.” 
 
    Pain rips through me. I was wanting to hold onto those sheets. Nate and I have done many naughty things between them, but this is a good thing. Brooke is right again. In order to move on, I can’t be holding onto the past. “I need a ‘Nate’ box.” 
 
    “A what box?” 
 
    “A ‘Nate’ box. All the things he’s given me, all the little reminders, all the special things. They’re going in a box and I’m throwing it away.” 
 
    “Good idea,” she says. “I’ll fill your ‘Nate’ box while you shower.” 
 
    “K,” I grunt, walking towards the bathroom. 
 
    “Wait,” she calls out. “Where the hell do you keep boxes?” 
 
    I explain where she needs to go and a second later, she dashes out the door. I go to walk back to the bathroom when I start truly thinking about this Nate box. Can I really get rid of this stuff? I remember the shirt he had given me the night of the pool party. It felt like a second skin to me. That night was the first time Nate and I had talked to one another like decent human beings. That night… it was special. I had gone home the next morning and taken the shirt with me, claiming it as my own. It was so right and the thought of parting with that kills me. 
 
    I look back to the door and run. I dig through my drawers, searching out the shirt and finally feel the fabric between my fingers. No, I definitely can’t throw this away. I desperately look around the room for somewhere Brooke can’t find it and see my couch. I unzip one of the cushions and slide the fabric in, being careful not to let it look too lumpy. 
 
    Feeling like I’ve done a good enough job, I walk into the bathroom and close the door behind me. The second the door closes, my bedroom one opens.  
 
    Crap. That was close. 
 
    I reach into the shower and turn the taps before stepping back and waiting for the water to warm. I strip off my pajamas which I’ve been wearing for a few days and step into the water. Closing my eyes, the water cascades down over my head and helps me feel somewhat normal. 
 
    If I’m going out tonight and will most likely see Nate, then I want to look good. I want him to see the woman he gave up. I want him to crave me. I want him to come running back, desperately apologizing and begging me to take him back. I want him to tell me he still loves me. I need to hear those words. It’s only been a week and I’m already drowning without them. 
 
    How the hell am I ever going to get through this? 
 
    My whole body aches from spending the last week crying. I’m physically and emotionally drained. Nate was my world for so long, in fact, he still very much is, and now that world is coming apart and I don’t know what to do.  
 
    I’ll never get to hold his body against mine. Never taste his lips. Never hear his smooth, velvety voice whispering those three words. All because of some stupid fighting, low grades, and a fire. I thought we were stronger than that. I thought we could withstand anything. I thought I’d walk down the aisle and have his babies one day. 
 
    I’ve never been so wrong. 
 
    As I run the razor up my leg, my mind begins to wander. I want to get wasted, just like Brooke suggested, but I have another idea. One that will surely make me forget him, if only for a few minutes. 
 
    I finish shaving my legs and wash my hair before stepping out of the shower. “Hey, Brooke,” I call out as I wrap the towel around my body.  
 
    “What?” she yells back as I walk out of the bathroom to find a box sitting on my newly made bed with ‘Nate’ scrawled across the top.  
 
    “I think you’re right, but instead of slutting it up, I want to look badass. Untouchable.” 
 
    “Really?” she beams with excitement. 
 
    I nod my head as we dive into my closet. “But on one condition,” I tell her, watching as she turns to study me. “We make a detour before we go to the party.” 
 
    She considers me a moment as she tries to work out what the hell I could have planned before shrugging her shoulders and reaching for a tiny black dress and my thigh high black, heeled boots. “What the hell,” she laughs. “Put this on then we’ll do your makeup.” 
 
    I look at the outfit. That’s more her mood than mine. Instead, I go for the white crop, ripped jeans, and combat boots. I get myself dressed and half an hour later, I look in the mirror. I look fierce. I look like the perfect example of a girl you don’t want to fuck with. I look like the girl people would have expected Nate to date in the first place. I look nothing like myself and I love it. 
 
    My chestnut hair is down, my eyes are smoky and dark, my boots make me look like I don’t give a fuck, and my top is showing just enough of my toned stomach and cleavage. 
 
    As I said, I look fierce. 
 
    My look gets Brooke inspired to slut up her outfit just a bit more and twenty minutes later, she’s wearing my little black dress and thigh high boots. The second she deems herself hot enough, we step out the door and head straight for my R8. “Shouldn’t we take my car?” Brooke questions.  
 
    “Not for what I’ve got planned,” I tell her before dropping down into my car. 
 
    The second my ass hits the smooth leather, I pull out my phone and send off a quick text. 
 
    Tora – You better save a drink for me. The plan is to forget. 
 
    He texts back instantly. 
 
    Jesse – Fuck yeah!!!!! It’s on!! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    I drive down the long dirt road until I can’t possibly drive any longer. Bodies litter the race track, cars line the outskirts, music is blaring, and the sound of engines revving down on the track are heard from miles away. 
 
    Yeah. This is exactly what I need. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” Brooke says, giving me a sideways glance as I bring my car to a stop. 
 
    We haven’t been coming here as much as we used to, though that certainly has something to do with the fact that Nate no longer has a car to race. Something he’s still very sore about, but I’m sure he’ll be right back here in only a few months. After all, he’s been spending every waking hour working on his Mustang. 
 
    I’ve never been here without Nate and I’m sure if he knew about this, he’d have a few things to say. He once told me that this place is filled with the wrong kind of guys. The majority of people here tonight are from Haven Falls, and, well… they breed them differently there. They’re rough. Unforgiving. They’re exactly what I need tonight. 
 
    I look back at Brooke with an excited grin that comes shining out through my eyes. “We’re racing.” 
 
    “What?” she sputters, laughs, and shrieks all at the same time. “Are you feeling ok? I know you want to be a little reckless, do some crazy shit, but I assumed that meant hooking up with some random guy or trading out Vodka for Tequila, not getting involved in illegal drag racing. This is ridiculous, not to mention dangerous. You remember what happened to Nate a few months ago, right? He nearly died.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” I tell her as I cut the engine and open the door. “It’s not that big of a deal. It’s called having fun. I’m letting loose.” 
 
    “If you want to let loose, then go ask any one of the guys around here for a joint. We’ll go somewhere and smoke it. We don’t need to be putting ourselves in that kind of danger.” 
 
    “Chill,” I groan. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “No,” she says as we walk forward. “This is not fine.” 
 
    “It’s not like I’m planning on winning. I’ll be careful. I just want the adrenaline of the race and then we can go to this party and you and Jesse can help me guzzle vodka until I’m hospitalized.” 
 
    “Jesus,” she grunts under her breath. “I’ll be cutting you off way before it gets to that point.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “Have it your way. But if I don’t forget, I’m personally holding it against you.” 
 
    “I’ll try my best,” she says, rolling her eyes. 
 
    I take her hand and we squish our way through the throng of people and I have to say, it’s times like these that I miss being with the boys. The crowds just seem to make a path when they’re around, there is none of this squishing bullshit where you get elbowed in the boob. 
 
    We break through to the race and look down at the track. There’s one midway through the race with a green car way ahead, the same way Nate would be if he was on this track tonight. 
 
    Damn it. There I go thinking of Nate again. I’m seriously fucked. 
 
    I search through the bodies down at the track, searching for the familiar scrawny body of the guy who runs this place. It doesn’t take long. He’s the only dipshit around here with thick glasses, a tie, and a clipboard. 
 
    I point down towards Aaron. “I’m going down there. Are you coming?” 
 
    “Holy crap. You’re actually serious about this.” 
 
    “Um, yeah. I didn’t come here to watch a bunch of dickheads try to beat Nate’s time. I’m doing this with or without you, but I’d prefer to have someone to laugh about it with tomorrow.” 
 
    “Fine,” Brooke groans. “But you owe me.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    With that, we start making our way down to the track and before we know it, I‘m reaching out and tapping Aaron’s shoulder, trying to get his attention over the deafening sound of the engines on the track. “Hey,” I call out. 
 
    Aaron turns and narrows his eyes on me, probably trying to place me. The recognition doesn’t take long. It never does. “Oh, hey,” he says, a little confused. “You’re Nate’s girl. What’s going on?” 
 
    “I want to race,” I tell him, straight up. 
 
    “Oh,” he says, surprised before looking down at his ridiculous clipboard. “I can make that happen. I thought Nate wasn’t going to be ready for a few months?” 
 
    “No,” I say. “Not him. Me. I want to race my R8.” 
 
    His eyes widen in surprise. “Really?” he grunts. “I didn’t know you race.” 
 
    “I do now,” I tell him. 
 
    “Alright,” he says. “I have another newbie looking to race. I’ll line it up after the next one. have your car down here in ten minutes and line up at t-” 
 
    “I know the drill,” I tell him cutting him off and looking away, hoping he doesn’t see how damn nervous I am. 
 
    “Good,” he says as I notice a set of dark eyes staring me down. I gasp as Aaron goes on about some stupid newbie rule about not backing out. I grunt and nod, but let’s be real, I’m no longer listening. Nate is here and he’s looking right at me. 
 
    I can’t look away, especially from the hardness within his eyes. This is the old Nate. The one who used to torment and bully me. His eyes rake over me as he lifts a cigarette to his lips which only serves to piss me off. I mean, it’s only been a week and he’s already fallen back into his old ways. But the way he’s looking at me now, trying to work out why the hell I’m here talking to Aaron is seriously pissing him off. 
 
    My breaking point though, is the whore of a girl currently draping herself all over him. He’s completely ignoring her but all it does is piss me off. Nothing now will possibly change my mind about this race. I need it like I need my next breath. 
 
    His eyes narrow and he takes a step forward which is when I promptly decide that I can’t handle this right now. Talking to him, especially when he’s like this is going to be devastating and that’s something I don’t want to deal with right now.  
 
    “Got it,” I tell Aaron, not even sure if he had said anything that requires a ‘got it’.  
 
    I grab Brooke’s hand and start hauling her away. “What the hell?” she demands, yanking her arm back away from me. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Nate’s down there,” I tell her. “He was about to come over.” 
 
    “Where?” she grunts looking back over her shoulder. 
 
    I can’t help but do the same and my eyes instantly lock on his. There’s a longing behind his eyes which has me desperate to go to him and fall into his arms, but I can’t. Not anymore. He watches me as I drag Brooke back up to my car and I can’t help but notice his relief. He doesn’t like me here and I can tell by his relief, he thinks we’re leaving. If only he knew. 
 
    This is going to be an interesting night. 
 
    We drop down into my R8 and I look back to him, only, he’s now lost in the crowd. I start up the engine and we wait a few minutes. Brooke starts getting fidgety and I look over at her. “What’s wrong?” I question with a groan, hating that I sound so bitchy. 
 
    “Don’t do this,” she begs. “I… I just. I can’t. Please don’t make me.” 
 
    “Brooke,” I grunt. “I’m doing this. With or without you. It’s your choice.” 
 
    Her eyes flash towards the track before looking back at me. “Tora,” she sighs. “This is stupid. You’re going to get us hurt. Let’s just go.” 
 
    “No,” I yell out, surprising myself. “I’m doing this. There’s no way in hell I’m backing out now. Especially with him here.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not going to let you kill me over some stupid bullshit with Nate,” she yells back at me. 
 
    “Good. Then go. I don’t need you here.” 
 
    “Are you serious, right now?” she grunts in disbelief. 
 
    “Dead serious, Brooke. I don’t want you here if you’re going to try and talk me out of this. I’m doing it and you have all of three seconds to decide if you’re with me.” 
 
    “Then no,” she says, hastily unclipping her seatbelt and pushing the door open. “You’re on your own. I’m not letting you risk my life for this stupid bullshit.” 
 
    She climbs out the door and turns around just so she can slam it, making me jump with the noise. I watch as she stalks off and I can’t help but narrow my eyes on her. I don’t need her anyway. She pulls her phone out of her pocket and starts dialing, probably to get a lift out of here. 
 
    I ignore her and push my foot down on the gas. After all, I have a race to win. 
 
    I start creeping down to the track and just like they do for Nate, people start clearing the way for me, probably terrified that if they don’t move, I’ll probably run their asses over. Though, with my mood right now, that’s a very real possibility. 
 
    I pull up on the track and my nerves start to seep in.  
 
    Brooke’s right, this is ridiculous but the adrenaline starts pulsing through my veins and I have to admit, I absolutely love it. There’s no way in hell I’m backing out now. 
 
    I bring my car to a stop on the line and wait as some loud white car with a dude driver pulls up beside me. He grins across at me and I swallow back fear. What have I got myself into? This isn’t going to go well. 
 
    I look up at the crowds, all cheering and chanting as the newbie race is announced. 
 
    I see a familiar back and the second the word ‘newbie’ is said, Nate spins around with wide eyes. I watch him look on in fear as a woman walks in between our two cars, preparing to get this race started. 
 
    Nate starts running as my heart threatens to beat right out of my chest. 
 
    The woman looks to me. “You ready?” 
 
    I nod, eagerly. She looks to the other guy. “You?” 
 
    He nods and revs his engine just to be a douche, wasting precious time that I need to get this thing started before Nate busts his way out here. 
 
    She raises her arm with a white handkerchief between her fingers. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    Nate breaks out onto the track. “Stop,” he yells, racing forward to stand before my car. 
 
    The woman turns around in shock as I rev my own engine, the universal sign to get the hell out of my way. “Move, Nate,” I tell him. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of the car,” he demands, slamming his hand down on the hood of my R8. 
 
    “Or what?” I demand. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” the woman says while eye-fucking my boyf… my ex. 
 
    “She’s not fucking racing, that’s what,” Nate says, still refusing to move as the crowd starts getting louder, wondering what the hell is going on down here. 
 
    “Get out of my way or I’m going to bowl you the fuck over,” I tell him. 
 
    The guy in the white car beside me pulls himself up through the window of his car and sits on the edge. “Dude,” he says over the top of his car to Nate. “Fuck off. We’re racing.” 
 
    Nate ignores him and keeps his ferocious glare trained on me. “Get the fuck out of the car,” he demands again. “You’re not fucking racing this dickhead. He’ll run you off the track in two seconds.” 
 
    “What the hell do you care?” I seethe as Aaron comes running down onto the track. 
 
    “What the hell is going on down here?” he demands, looking between me, Nate, the woman, and the other driver. “When I schedule a fucking race, I expect to see one.” 
 
    “She’s not racing,” Nate tells him. “Over my dead fucking body.” 
 
    “Sorry man, but you know the rules better than anyone,” he says. “Once your tires are on the track, that’s it. You race. No matter what.” 
 
    “Fuck, man,” he growls, putting the fear of God in the scrawny guy's eyes. “You let her do this? Look at her. Do you think she looks like a fucking racer? She’s going to get killed out there.” 
 
    Aaron shakes his head. “I’m sorry, man. It’s not my problem. She said she wanted to race and there was a spot. It’s not my job to filter through teenage girls’ emotions when their boyfriends piss them off. The race is going ahead. I don’t give a shit who’s driving, but that R8 will race.” 
 
    Nate groans and storms towards me before practically tearing the door off the frame. “Move the fuck over,” he demands. 
 
    “No fucking way. I can handle this. I got myself in this mess, I can get myself out of it.” 
 
    “Move, Tora.” The look in his eyes tells me that this is the last time he’s going to ask, next time, I’m not going to like what’s going to happen. 
 
    “What the hell is going on down here?” another voice says. 
 
    I look over to find Jackson on the track and look back at Nate to see him seething. “You put her up to this,” he accuses before racing forward. Jackson’s eyes briefly flick to mine before he winks and I see it for it is. A distraction. 
 
    I look over to the other driver. “You ready?” I murmur as Jackson yells at Nate, keeping him distracted, which honestly, with the fury pulsing through him, it’s not a hard task. It’s definitely a dangerous one though. 
 
    The other driver nods and settles back into his car. The woman with the handkerchief raises her hand and drops it a second later. I hit the gas as Jackson dives for Nate, hauling him off the track as I fly past him. 
 
    Holy shit. He’s going to kill me but the grin on my face makes it worth it and I can’t help but wonder what my dad would think of this. I mean, this takes ‘acting out’ to a whole new level. 
 
    A second into the race, it actually dawns on me what the hell I’m doing. The white car speeds past me and suddenly all thoughts of sticking it to Nate fly right from my mind. My adrenaline is pulsing through my body and despite how dangerous this is, there’s no way in hell I’m sitting back and losing.  
 
    I press down on the gas harder and push my R8 to its limits. I start gaining on the white car as my hands begin to sweat. This isn’t me but it feels so damn good.   
 
    The other guy hits the first corner and backs off, but I’ve watched Nate do this so many times. You don’t back off, you accelerate through the corner and hope to God you don’t spin out.  
 
    I hit the corner and do exactly what Nate would do. My back tires go wide and I pull hard against the steering wheel, trying my hardest to keep control. My heart races and I hold my breath the whole way around, but eventually, I somehow come out the other end unscathed. 
 
    I briefly wonder what’s going through Nate’s head right now watching me do this, but I couldn’t care less. He can go fuck himself. 
 
    Coming out of the corner, I manage to sit right behind the white car. As if he’s watching me, he presses down on the gas and I do the same.  
 
    The overwhelming need to prove myself rages through me. I want to win. I need to win and no matter what, I’m going to win. 
 
    We fly around the next two corners with me right on the guy’s tail. He’s starting to get nervous that he can’t shake me and I love it, no matter how dangerous that makes him. He can’t have a girl beat him on his first race. It would kill his chances before he even gets started. 
 
    I pull wide and hit the gas. My R8 creeps forward and just as the next corner comes, I’m toe to toe with him. I could probably look over and see him scowling at me, but I wouldn’t dare lose my concentration like that. I’m so out of my depth that a simple act like that would probably kill me.  
 
    We hit the corner at the same time and I quickly realize that being on the outside of this guy who’s struggling to control his car is not where I want to be, especially when he takes it way too wide. 
 
    His car lurches towards mine and I have no other choice but to slam on the breaks as his car cuts out in front on mine. My breathing comes hard but it’s not over yet. He’s busy trying to right his car which gives me an opening. 
 
    I don’t waste a single second.  
 
    I shoot forward and push my way past him. 
 
    I only have one more bend and a straight to go before crossing the finish line. I can do this. 
 
    My eyes flick up into my mirror and see he’s right behind me. If I slow down even a fraction, he’ll hit me, so I do the one thing my brain is telling me not to do. I speed up. 
 
    I hit the last bend with way too much speed that gives him an advantage to creep up beside me. I somehow manage to come out the other end and that’s when it’s really on. There’s one more straight and we’re side by side. 
 
    This is going to be freaking close. 
 
    My heart pounds to the point where, if I could feel anything, I’m sure it would be painful. 
 
    I shoot my car forward. This is it. I see the end. I’ve nearly come full circle and I don’t doubt Nate is waiting right there, ready to rip me a new asshole. 
 
    The finish line comes closer and I give it absolutely everything I’ve got. My car roars with the excitement of being pushed to its limits while the adrenaline still pumps through my body. My hands grip the steering wheel with white knuckles as my breath comes in hard and fast. 
 
    My car pushes forward an inch past the white car and if I can hold onto this, I’ll win. 
 
    Not a second later, I cross that line before slamming on the break. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I whisper to myself as my pulse in my ears pounds so loudly I can’t hear the people screaming and cheering outside. 
 
    I distantly notice people running down the hill but I can’t make anything out. My door is ripped open, someone grabs my elbow and hauls me out of the car. There are people everywhere but I can’t make out any of their faces. 
 
    I need to get out of here. I need a second to breathe. 
 
    I rip my arm out of the hold of whoever has me. Something deep inside tells me it’s probably Nate trying to yell at me, but right now, I just don’t give a shit. This is too much. I need to go. 
 
    I break through the crowd all trying to get at me and hurry up the hill, away from the craziness of the races where I can finally take a second to myself. I can’t believe I just did that. My heart finally begins to slow and my hands stop shaking. 
 
    That was intense. It was fun and reckless but I’ll never be doing it again. Hell, I don’t know what makes Nate do it every damn week. That shit is ridiculous. 
 
    I get through the other end of the crowd to where it’s just a few people loitering around when someone latches onto my elbow and pulls me back. I rip my arm away, terrified of who could have a hold of me and spin around.  
 
    “Whoa,” Jackson says, holding up both hands as a show of innocence. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. I was calling your name, but I guess you didn’t hear me over the noise.” 
 
    “Oh, um… sorry,” I grunt, looking away and hoping he can’t see how desperately I want to break down and cry. “I guess I owe you a thank you,” I tell him, distantly noticing the bruise coming out across his jaw. 
 
    He shrugs his shoulders. “No big deal. You wanted to race. Why should he get to stop you?” I give him a small smile and he keeps going. “Where have you been all week? Haven’t seen you at school.” 
 
    “Sick,” I grunt. 
 
    “Right,” he says, not believing me for one second. “From what I just saw down on the track, I’m going to go ahead and say that’s a load of shit.” 
 
    I press my lips together and look up at him. “What do you want, Jackson?” 
 
    He watches me for a moment. “Let me drive you home.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I’m not going home and in case you didn’t notice, I have a car here already.” 
 
    “First off,” he says, indicating down towards the finish line where I see Nate drop down into my car. “I believe your boyfriend is confiscating your car, and as for the party; Crystal Summers?” I don’t respond but I don’t have to. It’s pretty damn clear I’m looking to let off a little steam. “Come on,” he says. “Let me drive you there. You can let Nate sweat a little.” 
 
    I let out a sigh and study him for a moment. I don’t know why and I don’t know what possesses me to do it, but one minute I’m looking up at Jackson Millington, the guy who has caused so many problems over the last few months, the next, I’m letting him lead me away. 
 
    I guess I really am being reckless. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Jackson leads me towards a black Charger that has a group of guys from Haven Falls leaning up against it. Each and every one of them look me up and down as though I’m about to open my legs for them and put on a show. 
 
    My heart rate starts to pick up again as I take in the four big guys before me. What the hell have I gotten myself into now? We’re far away from the rest of the crowd so I doubt anyone would hear me if I screamed. I just had to be a reckless idiot and follow Jackson Millington. I should have known better. 
 
    It hits me that this is the Charger that pulled into the gas station the other day and started a fight with Nate and Jesse. There’s no doubt these guys would remember me. After all, I got myself involved and probably gouged some claw marks in a few of their arms. 
 
    One of the guys pushes up off the Charger and looks at me with a dirty leer. He licks his lips and looks me up and down. “Who do we have here?” 
 
    “Fuck off, Rocko,” Jackson says. “She’s mine.” 
 
    I go to correct him but the look he shoots me tells me to keep my mouth shut. 
 
    Rocko puts two hands up and steps back. “Hear ya, loud and clear.” 
 
    “Piss off then,” Jackson tells them all. “I’m out of here.” 
 
    The group of guys push themselves away from the Charger and Jackson walks forward, pulling me along with him. He leads me to the passenger’s side, opens the door and helps me in before heading around to the other side. 
 
    Not once do the eyes of the four guys leave me. 
 
    Jackson starts up the car and takes off down the dirt road. “Um… care to explain what the hell that was about?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “’She’s mine’,” I say, mimicking his deep voice. 
 
    “Had no choice,” he grunts. “He would have kept trying if he thought otherwise, and I have a feeling Rocko isn’t the kind of guy you’d be letting in your pants.” 
 
    “Got that right,” I grumble. 
 
    “Though,” he continues. “The kind of guys you would allow is kinda questionable.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I grunt.  
 
    “You’ve been sleeping with Nate Ryder. He’s not exactly known as a good little boy.” 
 
    I can’t help the scoff that comes flying out of my mouth. “And you think you’re any better?” 
 
    “Hey,” he says in defense. “I was just pointing out a fact.” 
 
    I ignore his comment and look around the Charger. “Whose car is this?” I question. 
 
    “Mine,” he says, looking across at me. “My last one got a new look that I’m not too fond of.” 
 
    My lips lift into a proud grin. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    He shakes his head but continues on. “My old man wasn’t too impressed with what happened and refused to buy me a new one until he realized he’d have to drive my ass around everywhere.” 
 
    I look over at him. “You never ratted out Nate.” 
 
    “Why would I?” he tells me. “It would have only caused more problems. My parents would have been all over me anytime I wanted to go out, and besides, he was right; an eye for an eye.” 
 
    I nod my head before leaning it back against the headrest. “You know, he worked his ass off on that car.” 
 
    “Figured,” he says. “A guy like Nate doesn’t go around showing off a car like that if he wasn’t proud of it.” He lets out a breath. “Would you believe me if I said I never intended for that to happen?” 
 
    “No,” I scoff, not needing even a second to think about it. 
 
    “It’s true,” he tells me. “Don’t get me wrong, I wanted to scratch the shit out of it, but I never intended for him to spin out. It’s the only time I’ve ever felt like a real asshole.” 
 
    “Really?” I scoff again. “I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    I find myself hearing his words over and over again in my head. I don’t know why, but something is pulling deep within me, telling me to believe him. I mean, who would intentionally go out to get another person involved in a major car wreck? But scratching the shit out of his car? Now, that I can believe. 
 
    He rolls his eyes and gives me a sideways glance before focusing back on the road. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I question, studying him with a deep curiosity.  
 
    He looks over at me again, only this time, his usual confidence is gone, replaced with a vulnerable confusion. “What do you mean? Driving you to this party?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. I don’t know. You’re being nice.” 
 
    “I’ve told you a million times before, I’m not a bad guy.” 
 
    “You just do bad things?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he laughs. “Something like that.” 
 
    Again, I find myself wanting to believe him. I mean, he hasn’t tried to lay a single finger on me. He hasn’t hit on me. He hasn’t even looked at me funny. Maybe he’s right. Maybe he is an alright guy and I’ve just been going on Nate’s idea of who he is, but then, I’ve always known Nate to be an excellent judge of character. 
 
    He glances at me quickly before looking back out the windscreen. “I don’t mean to pry.” Then don’t. “But I heard you and Nate broke up this week.” 
 
    “Really?” I question as my phone starts blowing up in my pocket. I pull it out to see Nate’s name flashing on the caller ID. I hit ignore and drop the phone into my lap.  
 
    “Well, at least, that’s what the rumor mill is telling me.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re suddenly swooping in to save the damsel in distress?” I question. “Because I’m not interested in getting in bed with you.” 
 
    “Look, as much as I’d love to get you between the sheets. This isn’t what this is about. I’m just being a decent guy. Besides, after what happened down on the track. It looked like Nate was ready to tear you apart, and not in a good way.” 
 
    “So, you thought you’d come in and save me?” 
 
    “Hey, I never said I wasn’t going to take any chance I could get to piss the bastard off and believe me, this one will work wonders.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. I’ve never heard such truer words. “He just doesn’t like me being in unnecessary danger,” I explain. 
 
    “No shit,” Jackson grunts. “What boyfriend wouldn’t? I wasn’t too keen on the idea, but then, I like a ballsy chick and seeing you race was fucking hot.” 
 
    I focus out the windscreen, hoping my face hasn’t turned bright red with his last comments. We grow closer to Crystal’s place when my phone starts going off again. I look down and hit ignore. Not a moment later, I get a text. 
 
    Nate – WHERE THE FUCK ARE YOU? 
 
    Delete. Not my fucking problem. 
 
    Another comes in. 
 
    Nate – TORA? ANSWER YOUR DAMN PHONE. 
 
    “It looks like someone is looking for you,” Jackson murmurs as he pulls into Crystal’s street and starts searching for somewhere to park. 
 
    “He can get fucked,” I grumble under my breath. 
 
    “Whoa,” Jackson laughs. “Calm down, cowgirl. That’s a bit harsh. What did he do to deserve that? He didn’t hurt you, did he?” 
 
    “Worse,” I sigh. I mean, what Nate did to me was devastating. Made me fall in love with him and waited until he had me in the palm of my hands, only to rip it away. I mean, maybe it would have been better if he cheated on me. That way I’d have something to be pissed off about, and it sure as hell would have made moving on a lot easier. But this whole ‘leaving me to protect me’ bullshit is ridiculous. I can’t even hate him for that. How the hell am I supposed to stop loving him when I know he loves me just as much? 
 
    Jackson lets the conversation go as he kills the engine though I don’t know if he’s doing it because he doesn’t want to get me started on something that is clearly a touchy subject, or if he’s not asking out of sheer respect. After all, it’s none of his goddamn business. But then, maybe he’s not asking because he generally just doesn’t give a fuck. Yeah, I’ll go with door number three. 
 
    We climb out of his Charger and he walks up the long driveway with me. “Thanks,” I tell him. “You know, for saving me back there.” 
 
    “No problem,” he says. “I’ll let you know when it’s time to repay the favor.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt with wide eyes. 
 
    He bursts out laughing. “I’m joking. Chill out.” 
 
    “What the hell is this?” a pissed of voice cuts into our conversation. I look up to find Jesse standing out the front of Crystal’s party, looking between me and Jackson as though I’ve just committed the worst betrayal, but then, to him, I guess I have. He looks to me. “Where have you been? And what the hell do you think you’re wearing?” 
 
    “What’s your problem?” I snap at him, secretly loving that he hates my outfit as I know if he hates it, Nate hates it so much more. “I was at the races. Now I’m here.” 
 
    Jesse looks back at Jackson. “What are you still doing here? Fuck off.” 
 
    “Jesse,” I scold. “Don’t talk to him like that, he just gave me a ride.” 
 
    “You should have called me if you needed a ride.” 
 
    Jackson backs away, shaking his head with disinterest. “Yeah… I’m out. See you later, Tora.” 
 
    “Oh, hey,” I call after him. “I never apologize for the whole ‘jumping on your back at the gas station’ thing.” 
 
    “Ha, no problem,” he laughs before winking. “I kinda liked it.” 
 
    I shake my head as he turns and walks away. I look back at Jesse to see him scowling. “Stop it,” I demand. “The guy was just being nice. I was stuck and he helped me out.” 
 
    “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “I never asked you to.” 
 
    He lets out a heavy huff before pulling his phone out, hitting a few buttons, and holding it to his ear. “I got her,” he says, clearly to Nate. “She’s at Crystal’s party. She’s fine. Pissed off, but fine.” He hangs up a second later before looking down on me. “You’re going to want a few drinks in you before he gets here. That fucker is not happy with you.” 
 
    “Good,” I grunt. “Because I have a few things to say to him.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” Jesse groans. “Why the hell did I insist on coming out tonight?” 
 
    He drags me inside and the first thing he does is fill me a drink right to the brim. As I take my first sip, Brooke appears beside me. “So, you’re still alive? How the hell did that happen?” 
 
    “Brooke,” I grunt as she holds her hand up, cutting me off. 
 
    “You know what,” she says with narrowed eyes. “I don’t want to hear it.” With that, she turns and walks away. I let out a sigh. I hate when she’s pissed off with me, but she always comes around. But then, on the other hand, I’m pleased to see she made it out of the races unscathed as well. So, points for that, I guess. 
 
    Jesse goes to walk away from the table and I reach out and take the whole bottle of Vodka. “I think I’ll be needing this,” I tell him. 
 
    He grunts out his approval and grabs a bottle a bourbon for himself. He leads me outside where Jesse sticks to his promise of helping me forget. We stay shot for shot yet no matter how many I throw down, I can’t forget. I’ll never forget. If anything, all this is making me do is talk about it more, but luckily for me, Jess is more than happy to listen. Hell, he even agrees. Nate never should have broken up with me. He should have fought. 
 
    I don’t know how long we’ve been sitting here when one hell of an angry Nate comes storming through the back door before beelining straight to us. Jesse flies up to his feet and I don’t miss the way he wobbles as his body reminds him of just how much he has drunk tonight. “What do you want?” he slurs to his brother.  
 
    Nate ignores him and aims his heavy glare on me. “What the fuck was that?” he demands. “Were you trying to kill yourself?” 
 
    I don’t respond. After all, I don’t owe him any answers. Not anymore. 
 
    “Hey,” Jesse yells, punching his shoulder to push him a step away from me. “Don’t fucking talk to her like that.” 
 
    Nate turns his glare on Jesse and just like that, we have the attention of every last person here, but somehow, these two dickheads don’t seem to notice. “You don’t know what she did,” he yells back at him before turning to me. “How’d you get here?” 
 
    “That’s none of your damn business,” I tell him. “You lost the right to know anything about me.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” he growls. 
 
    Jesse gets in his face. “What’s your fucking problem?” he demands. “You’re the one who left her. You fucking hurt her, man.” 
 
    Nate’s eyes flick to mine before going straight back to his brother. “We’re not doing this now,” he says with a low warning. 
 
    “You hurt her,” he repeats. “And you didn’t even fucking tell me.” 
 
    Nate steps into his brother. “You don’t think I know how much I hurt her?” he demands with his eyes flicking to me. “I feel sick to my stomach. Every fucking day. She’s everything to me and I had no choice. Do you think that was easy?” 
 
    I push myself between them and look up at the man I’m so desperately in love with. “You did have a choice,” I tell him with tears in my eyes. “You could have fought for us, but you didn’t do anything. You just gave up. You let me down.” 
 
    His eyes close and his arms rush out to pull me in. My face squishes against his chest and for the first time in a week, I feel like I’m finally home. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs for only us to hear as his lips graze my forehead. “I fucking love you, Tora, but I swear to you, I had no choice.” 
 
    I shake my head as the tears in my eyes threaten to spill over. “You could have fought,” I tell him again before bringing my hands up between us and pressing against his strong chest. I pull out of his arms. I can’t be here in the safety of his arms any longer without doing my heart more harm. 
 
    My eyes remain locked on his as I step away from him and I see nothing, but an intense heartache staring back at me. It rips me apart and I want nothing more than to get the hell out of here. 
 
    I reach down for the bottle of Vodka and turn to leave. “Wait up,” Jess says a second later. 
 
    I turn back and watch as he reaches for his own bottle. “Hey,” Nate calls to Jess before stepping into him and discreetly taking his car keys from his pocket. “Walk her home.” 
 
    Jess doesn’t respond but I know he reads his brother loud and clear. 
 
    A second later, Jesse’s heavy arm is thrown over my shoulder as we walk out the side gate and into the middle of the road. 
 
    We walk for a long twenty minutes back to my place where we crash down into the grass of my front yard, both our bottles just about empty. “We can still be friends,” he tells me. 
 
    “What?” I grunt in confusion as my head begins to spin. I lay down and put my head in his lap before looking up at the stars. “We are friends.” 
 
    “We weren’t friends before you started doing the hokey pokey with Nate,” he reminds me, making me giggle as the tune of the silly song instantly gets stuck in my head. “Break ups mean I’m not supposed to be friends with you.” 
 
    “Yes, we were,” I tell him as he lays back in the grass. “Nate was still a douche when we started talking again. We were friends first. Nate can’t claim ‘bro code’.” 
 
    “What about the actual ‘bro code’?” he says on a yawn. 
 
    “Huh?” I grunt as his yawn becomes contagious. 
 
    “He’s my brother. Brothers aren’t supposed to be friends with their brother’s ex’s.” 
 
    I go silent for a second. I don’t want to lose Jesse. I can’t. I don’t think I’d survive without both of them. “Screw Nate,” I tell him. “We can be secret friends.” 
 
    I feel his whole body relax beneath me as I solve the issues of the world. “Secret friends,” he repeats with a sigh, clearly relieved. 
 
    My eyes grow heavy as I realize that no matter what happens between me and Nate, I’ve got an unbreakable bond with Jesse. He’s right up there with Brooke. One of my closest friends. He’s always got my best interests at heart even though he generally has a twisted way of showing it. “I love you, Jess,” I tell him. 
 
    “Don’t start this bullshit,” he tells me. “I’m trying to think.” 
 
    “Think about what?” 
 
    “Kicking Nate’s ass into next year.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” I murmur. 
 
    Another yawn completely takes over him as my mind begins to fall into unconsciousness. “You never actually told me what you were doing at the races.” 
 
    Yeah. This seems like the perfect time to fall asleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    I wake to the sunlight streaming down on my face and snuggle back into Nate’s arms. Hmmm, this feels good. I’ve missed these arms. I smile to myself as I notice his hand cupping a feel and love how in-love he is with my body. 
 
    Wait… why would I have his arms around me? and sunlight? What the hell? 
 
    I peel my eyes open and the sunlight on my face instantly reminds me what a shitty mistake I made last night. My head pounds and why the fuck am I laying in the grass? More importantly; the arms. They couldn’t be Nate’s. 
 
    I groan and go to look back over my shoulder as the arms tense. “Oh, fuck,” Jesse groans behind me. 
 
    Shit. I’m spooning Jesse. 
 
    We spring apart from each other as though we’d just been caught in the act. “He’s going to kill me,” Jess murmurs to himself. “I’m going to get another fucking black eye. He’ll disown me. He’ll never talk to me again. He’ll make my life a liv-” 
 
    “No, no, no,” I say, pushing myself up in the grass, cutting off his freaked out rambling. “We don’t need to tell him. Nothing happened… right?” 
 
    He looks at me as though I’m stupid before talking very clearly. “I had your tits in my hand.” 
 
    “But I have my clothes on and we were asleep. It’s not like it was intentional,” I tell him as my stomach reminds me of its current contents. “Besides, we’re friends. I sleep in the same bed with Brooke all the time and it’s not like you had morning wood poking me in the ass.” 
 
    “It’s not that same as when you sleep with Brooke,” he says, getting hysterical. “You know why? Brooke doesn’t have a dick.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’m aware of that,” I say, rolling my eyes as my stomach begins to gurgle. I can practically feel the blood draining from my face as my queasiness takes over. “I don’t feel too good.” 
 
    “Then go throw it up,” he says, bluntly. 
 
    The second I take in his words, I can’t help myself. I slap a hand over my mouth and throw myself to my feet before running to the bushes. I only just make it before hurling my guts up. I struggle to hold my hair back out of my face as my stomach just keeps on emptying itself. 
 
    Shit. How much did I drink last night?  
 
    Once I’m done thoroughly embarrassing myself, I turn back to Jess which is when I notice my R8 sitting in the drive, covered from head to toe in dirt. Fuck. Nate was here in the middle of the night and I’m sure as hell he wouldn’t have missed Jesse and I passed out in the grass. Hopefully, we weren’t spooning at that point. 
 
    I trudge back over to Jesse feeling worse than I did before bringing up chunks. “Better?” he says as I fall down into the grass beside him. 
 
    Shaking my head, I look down at the grass and start picking at the grass. “Friends are supposed to hold each other’s hair back,” I tell him. 
 
    His face scrunches up in disgust. “Fuck that. I don’t want to get anywhere near that shit when you’re hurling. You’re on your own.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. I should have expected that from him. “We got a problem.” 
 
    He looks over at me and grunts before laying back down in the grass and closing his eyes. “What?” 
 
    “My car’s here,” I tell him. 
 
    “So? Shouldn’t it be?” 
 
    “No,” I groan. “It wasn’t here when we got home last night which means Nate dropped it off after we passed out.” 
 
    His eyes flash open. “You’re telling me he already knows about this shit?” he questions, waving his fingers between the two of us. “Fuck,” he curses, getting himself to his feet. “I’m out of here. I need to go grovel and get my face kicked in.” 
 
    “Alright,” I groan, also getting to my feet. “Have fun.” 
 
    We go our separate ways and I get myself inside where I instantly collapse down into my bed. My body desperately needs me to shut off and go back to sleep, but my mind just won’t allow it. All I can think about is Nate seeing me in his brother’s arms. It shouldn’t bother me, after all, he broke up with me. I should be allowed to crawl into the arms of any man I want, yet this is Nate. His pain is my pain. 
 
    I can’t help but feel that last night shouldn’t have happened. Nate and Brooke were both right. I was an idiot to think I could race on that track and come out unscathed. I guess this is karma for being such an idiot last night. 
 
    I hated the way he looked at me last night. It reminded me of the old him and now I’ve gone and rubbed salt in the wound by waking up next to his brother. I feel as though I owe him an explanation, when in reality, I owe him nothing. Ok, well, maybe I owe him a ‘thank you’ for bringing my car back, but that’s it. Apart from that, nothing. 
 
    I guess the only good thing that came from last night was that I got to see him. I saw the devastation in his eyes and the intense need that he has for me which helped to make me feel a bit better about the situation. If he didn’t have that, I'd probably wonder if I ever meant anything to him, but I see that he was honest in his reasoning. I shouldn’t have doubted him, he did what he thought was right for me. He sacrificed his own heart thinking it would be the best chance to give me a successful start to my future. Just because I don’t agree with it doesn’t mean that's not his truth. 
 
    I hate it, though. I'd give anything to have just one more day with him. Feel his arms around me one more time. Have him whisper those three little words in the dead of the night. If I knew last week was going to be the last time, maybe I would have committed it to memory a little better. I would have treasured the moment with everything I have. Instead, I'm left behind with a heart full of regrets. 
 
    I guess seeing him for the first time after the break up is a good thing and seeing him away from school is probably even better. It would save me the embarrassment of sitting in class on Monday morning in tears as he sits behind me in Mr. Miller's class. I'm certainly not looking forward to it, but there's not a thing I can do. At least now I'll have a better chance of keeping the tears at bay. 
 
    Shit. I have to man up. There have probably been countless hearts in my school which Nate has broken. I'm just another one added to the list. I'm nothing special when it comes to him. I shouldn't be making a big deal of my broken heart. I should just let it go and try to move on. 
 
    I sink down into my bed and pull the covers right up to my chin. My night seriously sucked and now I have to grovel at my best friend’s feet. Why was it so hard for me to listen to reason last night? All I had to do was go out and have a good time. Instead, I fucked everything up. Hell, I even got in a car with Jackson Millington. But then, maybe he deserves a little credit. He got me out of a tight spot and saved my ass. He was being a decent guy just like he promised to be. He drove me to the party, made sure I was with someone who would look after me, and then graciously ducked out before causing a scene with Jess. We even had a decent conversation which didn’t make me shudder with annoyance. 
 
    Maybe he isn't the asshole I think he is. Maybe he's right. Maybe I've been believing what Nate has been telling me to believe. What he wants me to believe. 
 
    Shit. Maybe it's time to stand on my own two feet. I’ve had my night of being an idiot and if I’m going to suffer through a broken heart, then I may as well make it worth my time. 
 
    My head pounds and I reach over to my bedside table to find some painkillers. I mean, I probably should have reconsidered just how much I was drinking last night and Jesse sure as hell shouldn’t have let me annihilate myself like that. But then, it’s not like I was really going to allow him to stop me. 
 
    Knowing I’ll never find sleep, I flick on the TV and press a few buttons until I find the episode of ‘Game of Thrones’ I was up to and try my hardest to swoon over Jason Momoa, but with my heart aching so much, swooning is a little difficult. 
 
    I watch for a few hours until my phone buzzes against the wood of my bedside table. I reach over and grab it to find a text from Jess. 
 
    Jesse – He saw. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Tora – How’s your face? 
 
    Jesse – He winded me. Got hit with an uppercut as soon as I walked through the door. I didn’t even get a chance to run away like a little bitch. 
 
    Tora – Shit. Sorry. This is all my fault. 
 
    Jesse – Don’t stress. I know I’m fucking irresistible, but keep your mittens off me next time or I’ll be forced to tell everyone you’re taking advantage of my young soul. 
 
    I roll my eyes as I read his text. 
 
    Tora – You’re a turd!!! As if anyone would believe that! Go to bed! 
 
    My ‘Game of Thrones’ vibe disappears and I peel myself out of bed before trudging into the shower. I mean, did I even remember to brush my teeth after throwing up this morning? No, I don’t think so. Ugh. I’m foul. No wonder he broke up with me, I would have broken up with me too. 
 
    I turn on the taps get myself cleaned up and the second I feel like a normal human being, I decide to brave the rest of the house. 
 
    I walk down the stairs feeling each step rattle right through my skull and beg for it to be over soon. Yep, definitely regretting last night. 
 
    I get to the bottom and do everything in my power not to sit on the bottom step as I fear I may never get up. I walk through the formal living areas and out past the kitchen to where I hear my mother’s hushed voice. “Mom?” I call out as I start peeking my head into the room to find where she is. 
 
    “In the living room, Tora,” she says without her usual chirpiness. 
 
    Instantly, my suspicions are up.  
 
    I walk down to the living room and turn the corner before coming to a stop in the doorway. Hurt flies through me as I stare back at my father, the guy who caused all this pain in the first place. We’ve been walking around the house like strangers for the past two weeks. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask, narrowing my eyes on him and wondering what bullshit he’s going to throw my way. I mean, is he going to suggest I go to boarding school now. Did he somehow hear about my night? 
 
    “I’ve come to talk to you,” he tells me, watching me with caution. 
 
    My eyes flick to mom before turning back on my father. “I don’t have anything to say to you and I doubt you have anything that I’m interested in hearing.” 
 
    He lets out a sigh and leans back against the side of the couch. “I’d like to apologize, Tora,” he says. “I’ve sai-” 
 
    “For what?” I demand, cutting him off in my anger. I mean, if he wanted to talk, he’s picked the wrong day. “For leaving mom right after she buried her mother? For leaving me? Or for talking my boyfriend into leaving me as well?” 
 
    He sighs again and I do what I can to keep myself rooted to the ground otherwise I’ll race forward and punch him in the throat so I don’t have to hear that frustrating sound again. “I’m apologizing for being absent. I recognize that the way I talked to you the other week was harsh, but after the fire, I panicked and I didn’t like the path you were going down. So, I felt you needed a little tough love but I see now that perhaps it was a bit too tough.” 
 
    “A bit too tough,” I scoff. “You made me feel like a bug squished under your shoe. You had no right to talk to me like that, especially when you haven’t been around. You were taking twisted stories you heard from Caden Ryder and using them against me, rather than just asking me like a decent human being.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he says. “I did do that, but surely you must see that no matter how harsh I was, you needed to hear it. Your future is what’s important. Other boys will come.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “Come on, Tora,” he says. “Nathaniel Ryder is not the type of boy you’ll be living your life with. He’s a fling. After college and law school, you can pay a little more attention to your romantic life, but not now. I know you’re probably hurting now, but it will pass soon enough.” 
 
    I walk forward and situate myself before him. “Nate wasn’t just a ‘fling’. He was the guy who I fell in love with. He’s always going to be the guy no matter how much you twist the story to make him seem less than. And the fact that you don’t approve, just makes me want to get him back more.” 
 
    “I’m not looking for an argument,” he tells me, looking down at me with a heavy disappointment. “I’m trying to apologize. You’re my daughter and I love you, but no matter how much you push the Nate topic, I will never approve. You have been involved in fights and fires since your relationship with him started. Your grades have dropped and your attitude has certainly spiked. This is for the best. You may not see it now, but someday you’ll thank me.” 
 
    I stand tall and let him see just how serious I am. “I will never forgive you for this,” I tell him. “And I can honestly say that I will never thank you. Over the past few months, all you’ve managed to do is cause pain. Why don’t you just go back to London?” 
 
    He flinches back as mom gasps. “You couldn’t mean that?” 
 
    “I do, dad. I’m sorry but you sealed your fate when you decided that you knew what was best for me. You’ve never been so wrong and you’ve cost me the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” 
 
    With that, I turn and stalk out of the room, far too annoyed and frustrated to even cry. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, a knock sounds on my door before mom sticks her head through the small opening. “You hurt your dad’s feelings,” she says. 
 
    “Good,” I grunt. 
 
    She pushes the door wider and steps inside my room. “I know you didn’t mean it,” she says. “That was a harsh thing to say, especially when he’s just trying to look out for you.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know a thing about me,” I tell her. “How could he? He’s never around. Even when he is, he’s always in his office.” 
 
    Mom sighs before moving forward and sitting on my bed beside me. She rests her hand on my knee. “I know you’re hurting but you know he loves you and he’s just trying to do what he thinks is right. No matter what you might think now, it’s not easy for a parent to see their child heading down a bad road.” 
 
    “Nate wasn’t a bad road.” 
 
    Mom squeezes my hand. “He never saw you with Nate. He didn’t see how much you two love and mean to one another.” 
 
    “Well, that’s what happens when you’re never around,” I grumble. 
 
    “I completely agree,” she tells me. “So, with that in mind, I want you to know that if you want to try and mend your relationship that I support you one hundred percent, but your focus has to be your school work. I know you don’t want to hear it but your dad was right, you can’t throw away your future because you’re too busy swooning over a boy.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I groan. 
 
    “Sweetie,” she says with a knowing look. “You are and that’s ok, it’s normal to swoon over your first love. I just need you to swoon a little less and stop jumping head first into fights with boys twice your size. If you come home with a gash on your face again, I’ll be forced to upload that picture of you as a baby pooping in the bathtub to my Facebook page.” 
 
    My eyes widen at my mother’s sneaky ways. “You wouldn’t?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t I?” she grins as she pushes up from my bed and walks back to the door. She turns back around as I gawk after her, completely surprised and honestly, a little terrified. “I know you’re hurting but maybe give it a little time before you speak with Nate. Your heart needs some time to heal before you can risk giving it away again.” 
 
    “I guess,” I say, thoughtful.  
 
    “Alight, my dear,” she smiles. “I love you, but now I have to go and convince your father that you love him too.” I scoff which has her stopping in the doorway and looking back. “Keep in mind that he’s only here for a short while. He’ll be going back in a few days and I’d really like it if you two could make up before that happens. 
 
    I let out a deep breath and realize she’s right. “Ok,” I sigh. “I’ll try.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    After spending Sunday scrubbing the dirt off my car, I pull up at school bright and early on Monday morning. It’s a new day and a fresh start. It’s also the first time I’ll see Nate after screaming at him at the party and having him see me spooning his little brother.  
 
    It’s going to be great. 
 
    I’m kind of hoping he’ll back off and give me my space, but you can never be too sure with Nate Ryder. If he wants answers, he’ll bombard me until he gets them and it won’t be pretty. 
 
    I make my way out of my car and look around the lot. It doesn’t look like Nate or Brooke are here yet, but at least the girls are, so I’ll have some company while I wait for my undoubtedly horrible doom. 
 
    I grab my bag, sling it over my shoulder and head up to the front of the school where I find Elle, Brylee, and Courtney hanging out with Tyson and Puck. Brylee’s eyes widen in surprise when she sees me coming. “Oh, my God,” she says, breaking away from the group so she can meet me with a hug. “How are you?” 
 
    “Fine,” I groan, hugging her back. 
 
    She pulls back and studies me closer. “Really? Cause when I saw you on Friday night you didn’t look anything close to ‘fine’.”  
 
    “That’s because Friday night was awful. This is Monday morning and I feel great.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” she says with narrowed eyes. “Well, if you’re going to bullshit about it, at least tone it down a bit.” 
 
    I can’t help but smile at her. “Too much?” 
 
    She laughs and shakes her head. “Way too much.” 
 
    She drags me over to the group and Puck instantly throws his arm over my shoulder and yanks me in hard to his side. “How was the hangover on Saturday morning?” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” I tell him as I push his heavy arm off me. “It wasn’t fun.” 
 
    “I bet,” he says as Tyson starts chuckling. “Did you make it through the whole bottle?” 
 
    I let out a huff as I look up at him. “Didn’t I say ‘don’t remind me’? I don’t want to think about Vodka for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “That bad, huh?” Courtney laughs. 
 
    “Worse. I slept outside in the grass.” 
 
    The girls shake their heads as the boys burst into laughter, but I’m not having it. “I’ll see you guys inside,” I tell them, breaking away and heading in through the doors. 
 
    I get halfway down to my locker when I hear Brooke’s voice coming from behind me. “Wait up,” she calls. I stop and turn to find her hurrying behind me, looking at me as though not a damn thing happened between us. “Hey,” she says with wide eyes as she catches up to me. “I have to talk to you.” 
 
    She pulls me along to her locker and hastily opens it up, skipping straight past mine. “You’re not going to give me a hard time about Friday night?” I question. 
 
    “I don’t give a shit a Friday night,” she says in a hushed tone as she leans into her locker and hides behind the door. “My period is late.” 
 
    My eyes widen in shock. “What?” I curse under my breath, leaning into her locker. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Of course, I’m fucking sure,” she shrieks. 
 
    “Well… shit. Have you done a test?” 
 
    She shakes her head so vigorously I worry it might dislodge from her neck. “No, I’m too freaked out.” 
 
    “Ok, well that’s stupid,” I tell her. “There could be a million reasons why you’d be late.” 
 
    “Like what?” she grunts. “Because I only know of one, and it’s a big one.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Um… you could be getting sick, or maybe you’ve changed your diet, or stress, weight loss. There are heaps.” 
 
    She looks at me blankly. “Don’t be stupid,” she grunts, bending her head into me. “I’m fucking pregnant. I just know it.” 
 
    “Now who’s being stupid? Have you got a test?” 
 
    “No,” she says. “I wasn’t going to bring that shit here.” 
 
    I groan before pulling back from her. “Well, there’s only one way to know for sure,” I tell her as I step back. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Wait,” she calls, reaching out and pulling me back. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Drug store,” I say. Her eyes widen and I give her a smug look. “I mean unless you’d like to go?” 
 
    “No,” she rushes out. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll text when I get back.” 
 
    She lets out a huff and slams her locker shut before leaning against it and sulking. “Fine.” 
 
    I hurry back down the hallway and check the time. I still have twenty minutes before the bell is due to ring. If I’m fast, Brooke and I will maybe only be a minute or two late for class. We could do it during our lunch break, but I have a feeling she’s not going to concentrate unless she knows for sure. 
 
    I don’t know what we’ll do if this test comes back positive. But I doubt it. I don’t know why, but I have a feeling she’s just over reacting. I mean, this is Brooke. She can’t handle a teen pregnancy. Her mom would kill her and Maxen would deny they even dated. 
 
    Crap. We’re in trouble here. 
 
    I hurry back down to my car and pass Nate and Jesse on the way. My eyes lock on Nate as Jesse calls out. “Where are you-” 
 
    I cut him off as I hurry past them. “Can’t talk. Be back in a minute.” 
 
    Nate’s eyes follow me with curiosity but I don’t have the time to explain, nor would I. It’s none of his business. I jump into my car and peel out of the lot before racing down the street to the drug store. 
 
    I park out the front and hurry inside. Instant relief comes over me when I find only one other customer in the store. I’m even happier to find she’s at least eighty years of age and I’ve never met her in my life, meaning no rumors are coming from this little trip. 
 
    I scan the rows and grab a test before hurrying back to the counter. A moment later, I’m in my car rushing back to school. Once I park my car, I hide the test in my bag and fly out the door. I beeline for the bathroom while texting Brooke to meet me there. 
 
    I find the biggest stall and lock the door behind me before ripping the test out of my bag and pulling it apart. I carefully go over the instructions and make sure I know what we’re doing before she goes and pees on this thing. 
 
    My nerves begin to spike and only double when I hear Brooke’s voice. “Tora?” she whisper-yells through the bathroom. 
 
    I unlock the door and stick my head out. “Here,” I tell her. 
 
    She hurries down to me and barges her way into the stall before slamming the door behind her and flicking the lock. 
 
    I shove the test into her hand. “Here,” I say. “Pee on this and then wait for two minutes. It’s easy.”  
 
    She starts bouncing with nervous anticipation. “I don’t want to do this.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit. Hurry up and do it. I don’t want to be late for Miller’s class.” 
 
    She groans and I turn around to give her a little privacy. I hear her peeing and try not to imagine her shoving the test between her legs. But let’s face it, I can’t. The mental image is way too strong. 
 
    A moment later, the toilet flushes and she stands beside me with the test in her hands. “I can’t look,” she says, trying to hand it to me. 
 
    I jump away from it. “I’m not touching that. You pissed all over it.” 
 
    “Shhhhh,” she scolds, pulling her arm back.  
 
    I roll my eyes and close the lid of the toilet before sitting down. “Now all we have to do is wait.” 
 
    “I know,” she sighs. “That’s the worst part.” 
 
    “Not peeing all over your hands?” 
 
    “For the record, I didn’t get any pee on my hands.” 
 
    I give her a cheesy grin. “I’m so very happy for you.” 
 
    She nods her head as her eyes anxiously flick down to the test. “Tell me something to distract me,” she says. “This waiting game is making me crazy.” 
 
    “Ok. Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Something juicy.” 
 
    I let out a sigh. “After annihilating myself on Friday night, I woke up in the grass spooning Jesse while he had a handful of boob.” 
 
    “What?” she laughs, doubling over and wiping the tears that spring to her eyes. “That’s hilarious.” 
 
    “That’s not even the best part,” I tell her. “Nate dropped my car home and saw us.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” she chuckles, holding her stomach. “What did he say?” 
 
    “I haven’t talked to him yet, but he sucker punched Jess.” 
 
    “I bet he did,” she says as we hear the bell ringing. Her eyes widen, realizing we need to hurry this shit up. “Check it,” she tells me. 
 
    I get up from the closed toilet and walk forward. “Has it been two minutes?” 
 
    “I don’t care. Just check.” 
 
    “Ok,” I say. I look down at the test and take it in before grabbing the instructions and double checking what only one line means. Relief surges through me as I work out the answer. I channel my inner Dr. Phil. “When it comes to the fetus of Brooke and Maxen; Brooke, you are not the mother.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” she sighs in relief. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yep,” I tell her. “You’re not pregnant.” 
 
    “Oh, thank god,” she says, throwing her arms around me. “I’m so relieved.” 
 
    “I bet,” I laugh. “Now, hurry up. We need to get to class.” 
 
    Her eyes widen. “Crap.” 
 
    We hurry out of the stall and Brooke grabs a shitload of paper towels and wraps up the test before jamming it deep into the trash. Though, I guess it really doesn’t matter if someone finds it. Hundreds of girls use this bathroom every day. No one will know whose test it is. We quickly wash our hands and fly out of the bathroom into the chaos of students trying to get to class. 
 
    I can’t help but look across at Brooke to see nothing but a huge relieved smile across her face. I’ve never been so happy for her. I mean, babies are great, but we’re only seventeen. We are not responsible enough for that. 
 
    We get to our class just in time and drop down into our seats. Naturally, Nate isn’t here yet but I wasn’t expecting him to be. 
 
    I pull my books out of my bag as I still haven’t managed to make it to my locker and think about what a crazy morning it’s already been. I don’t think I can handle any extra drama for today. 
 
    Mr. Miller walks into the room with a beaming smile as his eyes scan over the room. “Happy Monday everyone,” he smiles. “Guess what? We’re starting the week with a surprise pop quiz. Put your books away and get yourselves ready.” 
 
    A groan echoes through the room as the door opens. My eyes instantly lift to the perfect specimen walking through and my heart begins to race. What was I thinking coming here today? I’m so not going to make it through this class alive. I’ll probably die of anxiety before the class lets out, but at least we have a test to keep me distracted. 
 
    Nate walks forward into the room and his eyes don’t leave mine for even one second. As he passes me, his fingers graze over my shoulder and it’s as though he breathed life into me. How could he have such an effect on me? How could he know how desperately I needed that? 
 
    He passes and his fingers fall away, leaving me gasping for breath. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    He drops down into the seat behind me and his smell completely envelopes me, reminding me of what is so close but so far away.  
 
    I feel Brooke’s impenetrable gaze locked on me and I turn to look at her. ‘You ok?’ she mouths. 
 
    I shrug my shoulders because I honestly don’t know. I want to break down into tears while also wanting to throw myself at him. It’s going to be a confusing day. 
 
    Mr. Miller hands out our tests and I’ve never been so grateful. I spend the hour focusing solely on my test, even when I finish it twenty minutes early. I then go through it with a fine tooth comb, just to help pass the time. Besides, I can’t afford to be getting a shitty grade on this one. 
 
    The end of class finally comes and I fly out of the room like my ass is on fire. I haven’t been able to breathe properly for an hour and all I need is to get away. Getting over Nate Ryder is going to be a lot harder than I ever thought imaginable. 
 
    By lunch, I’m dying for freedom. I go into the cafeteria and all I hear are whispers. 
 
    “I heard she cheated.” 
 
    “She’s brave showing her face around here.” 
 
    “If Nate Ryder doesn’t want her then who the hell would?” 
 
    “She’s trash.” 
 
    “I heard he found out she set the fire.” 
 
    “He dumped her like a sack of shit.” 
 
    I need to get the hell out of here. I can worry about eating once I get home. I turn on my heel and beeline right out of there. It’s a bit cold outside so there’s hardly anyone out here, meaning, I can actually breathe. 
 
    I go out and sit on the hill that overlooks the football field and pull my phone from my back pocket. 
 
    Tora – Sitting outside today. 
 
    Brooke – Be there in a sec. 
 
    I put my phone down and lean back against my hands. It only takes a few minutes for the girls to show and sit down beside me. “How’s it going?” Brooke says as she digs her fork into her salad. 
 
    “How do you think it’s going?” I grunt. “I’m the talk of the town… again.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be used to that shit by now?” Courtney mumbles with her mouth around her sandwich. 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “You’d think.” 
 
    The girls get carried away in conversation and I do my best to be a happy participant, but to be honest, I’m a dull loser today. I wouldn’t want to talk to me either. 
 
    As lunch goes on, people start wandering out of the cafeteria. The cheerleaders go down to the field following the football players who throw around a ball. Stoners wander off to the very back of the property where they can hide behind a thick row of bushes, bookworms go and sit against random trees and flick through the pages of beloved books, while me and my girls do what we do best; people watch. 
 
    I notice Jackson down with the rest of the football team and although sensing my eyes on him, he turns and gives me a beaming smile. He throws the ball in his hands to one of his teammates before breaking into a slight jog towards me. 
 
    “Hey,” he says when he finally reaches me and drops down beside me, leaning back on his hands. “What’s going on? How’d the rest of your Friday night go?” 
 
    “I’ve had better Friday nights,” I tell him as the girls openly gawk at me, wondering what the hell I’m doing talking to Jackson Millington. I guess I never got around to telling them the whole story of Friday night. 
 
    “I bet. I hope your special little guy didn’t come down too hard on you.” 
 
    “Which one?” I scoff. 
 
    “Both,” he laughs. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” I tell him. “I can handle them.” 
 
    “Alright,” he grins as he looks across at me. “But just saying… if you need some ideas, I have two years worth of plans that I still want to see through.” 
 
    I let out a breath and turn to face him front on. “What are you doing over here, Jackson?” 
 
    He narrows his eyes on me in consideration for a second before a softness seeps into his gaze. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I thought we could be friends. You know after I saved your ass and all.” 
 
    “I’d hardly call it saving my ass,” I tell him. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you drove me to a party that you were already going to. You should be thanking me for the in car entertainment.” 
 
    “Shit,” he laughs. “Every time I think I’ve got you, you go and put me back in my place.” He watches me for a moment longer. “Alright, I’m going to be real with you,” he tells me. “I like you and now that you and the douche patrol are done, I want you.” 
 
    Oh shit. Never going to happen, buddy. 
 
    “Did you consider that I don’t want you?” 
 
    “I did,” he grins. “That’s why I’m going to win you over.” 
 
    “Jackson,” I say, giving him a firm look. “I’m in love with Nate. That’s not just going to change overnight.” 
 
    “I know,” he murmurs. “But it will fade and eventually you’ll be ready to move on, and when you are,” he adds with a growing, smug grin. “I’ll be ready. You know, at the races, I saw you storm off and I ran faster than I ever have so I could be the one to save you.” 
 
    What the hell? Is this guy for real? “That was kind of creepy,” I tell him. “Do I need to file a restraining order?” 
 
    His brows pull down as he thinks it over. “Yeah, it was kind of creepy, huh?” he agrees. “But I promise, I’ll keep it cool.” 
 
    “What the fuck is going on here?” a chirpy Jesse says from behind me as a sandwich drops into my lap. 
 
    “Thanks,” I smile, looking up at him. “I was just reminding Jackson that he’s not all that.” 
 
    “Good, well if you’re done,” Jesse says turning his gaze on Jackson. “Then you should be fucking off now.” 
 
    Jackson winks at me before pushing himself up to his feet. “See you ‘round, Tora,” he tells me before walking back over to his friends. 
 
    “Um… what the fuck was that?” Jesse asks, dropping down beside me into Jackson’s vacated spot. “Nate’s over there about to beat the shit out of him.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp, looking over my shoulder and searching him out to find those dark, furious eyes on me, clearly having witnessed the whole Jackson declaring his interest and making me feel like complete shit. “He’s smoking again,” I grunt, noticing the lit cigarette between his fingers. “He got so far.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s the only thing keeping him calm at the moment,” Jesse says before looking down at the sandwich between my fingers. “Eat.” 
 
    I was more than happy to eat before I knew Nate’s eyes were on me. Now, I feel sick. “Would you tell him nothing happened with Jackson?” I ask. “He just wanted to talk.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Jesse grunts, getting back up. “That’s twice I’ve had to get rid of him.” 
 
    “I swear, Jess,” I tell him. “Nothing’s going on with Jackson. I’m desperately in love with your douchebag big brother and I don’t see that changing any time soon.” 
 
    “Good,” he says. “Now I have to go and convince him not to get his ass thrown out of school for beating the shit out of Jackson.” 
 
    “Ok, I’ll see you later,” I tell him before he turns and walks away. I let out a sigh and start picking at my sandwich when I realize it’s way too quiet. I look over at the girls to see them all still gawking at me, completely confused and probably concerned for my wellbeing after Jackson’s stupid declaration. “What?” I grunt. 
 
    Brooke’s eyes narrow before she crosses her arms over her chest. “Start talking, Tora,” she says. “You’re not going anywhere until we know the whole story.” 
 
    “Shit,” I sigh. “Ok.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    I stand under the hot spray of my shower on Friday night, hating how this week has gone. Jackson has tried talking to me every day and Nate has seen it every time, but what’s worse is that I’m realizing Jackson isn’t so bad. I mean, I’m not wanting to date him anytime soon, but as a friend, he might just weasel his way in. Besides, it will never get that far with Jackson because I’ll be getting Nate back as soon as I can. 
 
    Not to mention, dad left. Again. And what’s worse, he just walked out the door. Not once did he come to see me and talk things through even after I went to his office on Wednesday afternoon. He sent me away claiming he was too busy with a promise he’ll come up in a bit. I’ve never been so disappointed with him. 
 
    I tilt my head back into the water as my mind blurs with constant thoughts. It’s been non-stop for the past two weeks and every single thought has been about Nate. I’m seriously not coping being apart. I hate it. He’s the guy I want to be with. I want to share my life with him. Every single day, I want to run to him and hold him in my arms while he tells me it’s all going to be ok. 
 
    Clearly… that’s not going to happen. 
 
    The more time we have apart, the more I’m convinced it’s truly over. Over the past two weeks, I’ve spoken to him once and that was when he was busy yelling at me about the whole race thing. It completely sucked. I need so much more than that. 
 
    Crap. I sound like a whiney cow, but I deserve it, my hearts been hurting and if I can’t complain now, when the hell can I? 
 
    I rinse the shampoo from my hair and close my eyes. It’s a Friday night and I’ll be doing what I should have done last Friday night; staying home and going straight to bed. 
 
    The door of the bathroom slams open and I gasp as my eyes ping open with the intruding sound. My head whips around and a moment later, I find a furious Nate standing before me.  
 
    My heart leaps out of my chest as I flick around and turn off the taps. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I shriek. 
 
    I step out of the shower and watch as he grabs the towel off the back of the door and tosses it at me. It whacks me in the face and I hurry to spread it out and wrap it around my body. “What’s going on with Jackson?” 
 
    I can’t help but glare at him. “Hi, Tora. How are you? I know I’ve refused to talk to you for the past two weeks, but I really do miss you.” 
 
    “Answer the damn question,” he demands. 
 
    I walk forward and stand right before him as I look up into his haunted eyes. “What does it matter?” I whisper as I will myself not to break. “He’s not you.” 
 
    Nate shakes his head ever so slightly as his hand falls to my waist. “Don’t,” he tells me. “Don’t make this harder.” 
 
    I lean into him and press myself up against him, not caring that I’m soaking wet from my shower. “There’s nothing going on,” I tell him as both his hands take my shoulders and run up and down my arms. “He likes me but knows I’m not interested.” 
 
    “Then tell him to fuck off,” he says. “I did this to us so you wouldn’t have a bad influence in your life and then you go and run into the arms of the worst one around.” 
 
    I want to tell him how Jackson isn’t really that bad, but I have a feeling that’s not going to go down well, so instead, I look up into the eyes that I love and do my best to try and work this out. I let out a sigh and wait until I know I have his undivided attention. “I miss you, Nate,” I tell him with my heart on my sleeve. “This isn’t right. How much longer are you going to put us through this?” 
 
    I watch as his heart shatters before me and he wraps his arms securely around my waist, giving me that closeness I’ve been craving since the day he left. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs as he ducks his head into the crook of my neck. “I never wanted to hurt you.” 
 
    I hold onto him a little tighter. “Then stay.” 
 
    He pulls back and looks into my eyes. “I can’t, Tora,” he tells me before dropping his arms from my body. 
 
    “No,” I panic terrified he’s about to walk out the door. “Just… I got an A on Miller’s test. I’m good now.” 
 
    He brings his hand up and runs his fingers down the side of my wet face. His eyes soften as he watches me and I can tell whatever he’s about to say is not something I’m prepared to hear. “That just proves I’m right,” he tells me with regret. “I’m sorry,” he says again as his hand drops to his side and he walks out the bathroom door. 
 
    “Wait,” I call, hurrying after him while desperately trying to piece together the pieces of my shattered heart. He turns back and I crash into him, jamming my face into his chest as I hold on with everything I’ve got. “Please. Don’t go. I just… I need you.”  
 
    His strong arms wrap around me and he holds me tight, both of us desperate not to let go. “I have to go,” he says though I’m not quite sure he believes himself. 
 
    Tears fall from my eyes as I look up at him. “It’s not fair,” I say, starting to get angry with him. “You made me love you and now you’re taking it away.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” he begs, wiping the tears off my face. “If I thought I was right for you, I’d be here begging you to take me back. You’re my whole fucking world, Tora. I love you so goddamn much.” 
 
    “Then stay,” I tell him as I push up onto my tippy toes. “We’re right together. No matter what my father says or what grades I get. It’s you and me. I can’t breathe without you. I feel like I’ve been suffocating, Nate. I need you in my life.” 
 
    He pushes a stray lock of hair behind my ear. “I know,” he murmurs, dropping his forehead to mine. “I need you, too.” 
 
    I can’t take it any longer. I tilt my chin up and brush my lips over his and the second he catches them in his own, it’s like coming home. He kisses me deeply and I melt. As his kiss completely envelopes me, it takes away every ounce of pain and heartbreak while replacing it with nothing but pure love, telling me that no matter his reasonings, us being apart is a mistake. 
 
    All too soon, he pulls away and his walls slam back down. 
 
    Nate steps away from me and the movement has his arms falling away, ripping away every shred of hope that I had allowed to creep in over the last thirty seconds.  
 
    He backs up to the door with regret heavy in his eyes and shakes his head. “I love you, Tora,” he tells me and just like that, he’s gone. 
 
    My world crumbles for the millionth time in only a few weeks.  
 
    I collapse down onto my bed, not bothering to get dressed as I listen to the sound of him disappearing down the stairs and out the door. I squish my face into my pillow and will myself not to cry. How much longer is he going to have this effect over me? 
 
    I don’t know how long I’ve been laying here but when the sound of the front door reopening echoes through the house, I fly off my bed and pull my towel tighter around me as I hurry out of my bedroom. 
 
    I get to the top of the stairs and throw myself halfway down when I realize the person making his way up them, isn’t the guy I need to see. “What are you doing here?” I grunt, coming to a screeching halt and latching onto my towel with everything I’ve got. 
 
    Jackson’s head whips up in surprise as I continue to gawk at him. “Oh, hey,” he smiles as though he doesn’t have a care in the world. “What are you doing tonight?” 
 
    It takes me a moment to pull myself together before I sputter out my reply. “Um… nothing. I’m going to bed. Why are you in my house right now?” 
 
    “Well, I knocked and the door was open.” 
 
    “So, you just walked in?” 
 
    “I mean, I can walk straight back out, but I’d prefer not to,” he tells me. “I want to take you to a party.” 
 
    “A party?” I grunt, narrowing my eyes on him as I know the parties he usually attends aren’t exactly the same ones I like to go to. “What kind of party?” 
 
    His grin widens as his eyes drop to my towel. “A Haven Falls one.” 
 
    Shit. That is definitely not my scene, but then, maybe it’s exactly what I need. “Fine, but you’re driving. I need to drink.” 
 
    He brings up his hand and salutes me before winking. “Yes, ma’am,” he says. “Your wish is my command.” 
 
    “In that case, fuck off so I can get dressed in peace.” 
 
    His grin widens. “Tonight is going to be fun,” he says, turning on his heel and stalking back down the stairs. I wait until I hear him going through the fridge before heading back up the stairs and closing the door. 
 
    As I get myself dressed, something inside me tells me this is a bad idea, but I can’t help but go through with it. Haven Falls parties have a reputation for drawing a bad crowd. Rumors say that it’s excessive drinking with a mix of drugs and they get rowdy really quickly. It’s exactly the place a good girl like me shouldn’t be going. But then, I have Jackson with me, so I’ll be fine. I’m sure he’ll look out for me. 
 
    I pull a pair of ripped jeans and boots before rifling through my closet for my black top which falls off my shoulder. I guess I’m starting a new Friday night tradition, looking hot while doing something incredibly stupid. Reckless Tora is making a reappearance. 
 
    I head into my bathroom, quickly dry my hair and put on a little mascara. I study my reflection in the mirror and all I manage to see is puffiness and hopeless desperation staring me back. Great, in other words, I look like complete shit, yet I whack on a smile and make myself feel like a fraud. 
 
    I walk downstairs to find Jackson has made himself one hell of a sandwich and is halfway through, while another sits on a plate beside him. His eyes lift to me as he hears my boots against the tiles. “Fuck,” he grunts, raising his eyebrows in appreciation. “You’re so fucking hot.” 
 
    “Um, thanks,” I say, really not feeling it. 
 
    “Here,” he says around another bite of his sandwich. “Made you one too.” 
 
    “Wow, how romantic,” I say, my voice laced heavily with sarcasm. 
 
    “Romantic?” he grins. “Is this a date?” 
 
    “Hell no, it’s not,” I tell him. “I haven’t gone back on what I said. I’m in love with Nate and nothing is going to change that any time soon.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” he says. “But you can’t blame a man for trying.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and sit down beside him before taking a bite of what must be the biggest sandwich I’ve ever seen. 
 
    I demolish it in no time and when I look across at Jackson, I find him gawking back at me. “What?” I grumble on the last bite of my sandwich. 
 
    “I can’t tell you how refreshing it is to see a girl eat like that,” he laughs. “I mean, you eat like a fucking man. I’ve never seen it before. Usually, you chicks eat like fucking birds.” 
 
    I swallow my food and look away. I’m not quite sure how to feel about that. On one hand, I guess it’s kind of a compliment and reminds me just how far I’ve come since I hardly would eat at all, but on the other hand, I can add feeling like a pig to the list of shitty things I feel right now. “Come on,” I say, pushing back off my chair. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” he says, surprising me as he gets up from his chair and takes my plate to the sink. He quickly washes it before stacking it on the drying rack and wiping down the table. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I follow him out to his Charger. “Are you trying to fool me with your domestic abilities? Because I’m not buying it.” 
 
    He turns back to grin at me. “I guess you’ll never know.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as we drop down into his car. The conversation pretty much comes to a dead stop, apart from the usual ‘this is going to be awesome’ bullshit. We pull up on a busy street and I can already tell this isn’t a place that I’m meant to be. They’re different here and it terrifies me. 
 
    This is the part of town where the majority of kids from Haven Falls Private go to. Here, there are no rules. Here, no one cares about the consequences.  
 
    Great. This is going to be fun. At least I didn’t dress up too much. I might just fit in. But then, everyone here would know Nate Ryder and because of that, they’ll all know me. What was I thinking? 
 
    “Relax, would you?” Jackson says, getting out of the car. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Fine?” I grunt. “I’m the girlfriend of public enemy number one.” 
 
    “Ex-girlfriend,” he reminds me. “And because of that, these guys are going to love you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I groan. “That’s what I’m worried about.” 
 
    I pull up my big girl panties and allow Jackson to lead me inside. Heavy metal blares through the speakers and the second the door opens, I’m smacked in the face with clouds of smoke. Though, I don’t know if it’s from cigarettes or pot. Probably both.  
 
    Jackson takes my hand and leads me through the house as though I’m some sort of prize. I shrink away from the feel of his hand in mine but at the same time, without his lead in here, I’d be in trouble. I mean, a shitload of trouble. 
 
    People bump into me from every angle. Smoke is blown into my face from people looking down at me. Drinks are spilled and unapologetically splashed onto me. This is something that would never happen with Nate. People have respect for him. They fear him. But here with Jackson, he’s just one of the crowd. Someone they don’t care to piss off, making me one of those people too. 
 
    Shit. I really shouldn’t have come. What was I thinking? 
 
    Jackson finds us a cooler filled with beer and he thrusts one into my hand, not bothering to ask if it’s what I want, but I don’t say anything. I won’t be drinking here tonight. In fact, as soon as I can, I’ll be getting my ass out of here. 
 
    Some guy bumps into Jackson before spinning around to either beat him up for being in his way or apologize, but luckily, recognition dawns on both their pissed off faces. The new guy looks both an awful mix of drunk and stoned and from the joint pinched between his lips, I’d say he doesn’t give a shit what he looks like. "Hey, man,” the newcomer says before looking over Jackson's shoulder and looking me up and down, giving me the creeps. “Been a while. I heard you’re rocking it with those Broken Hill douchebags.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says. “Got my eyes on a scholarship.” 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” the guy says before taking the joint from his lips and offering it to Jackson.  
 
    Jackson greedily accepts and takes a long pull. He closes his eyes for a second and looks back at me. “You’re up,” he tells me as he tries to jam the joint between my lips. 
 
    I pull back and scrunch up my face. “No, thanks,” I tell him. 
 
    “Come on. It will help you relax. You’re so freaking wound up,” he says before turning his attention back on the guy. “This shit is good.” The guy nods in agreement but looks at me, waiting to see what the hell I’m going to do, making me wonder if this is some kind of test, though, I don’t know what it’s for. 
 
    “Nah,” I laugh, trying to play it cool when in reality, my heart is threating to beat right out of my chest. “Really. I’m good.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Jackson shrugs, pulling his arm back and taking another drag before handing it back to the guy. 
 
    The guy disappears and Jackson scans the room as he cracks open his beer. “I’m going to say hey to some of my friends really quick,” he throws over his shoulder as he grins at some girl. “You’ll be ok?” he questions. “Go chill with some of the chicks.” 
 
    And just like that, he slips away, leaving me way too nervous for my own good. I look around the room and see nothing but bodies, but all those bodies have eyes that are trained on me and from the looks in their eyes, they know I don’t belong and what’s more, they want me out. 
 
    I place the beer down on the table and start walking around the cramped house trying to find somewhere that isn’t so crowded with people who don’t want me here. Where the hell is Jackson? He shouldn’t have brought me to a place like this. He knows what kind of girl I am. This isn’t me. 
 
    I walk into a room and the first thing I see is Jackson’s friend from the races, rolling up a dollar bill. He grins with a twisted excitement before looking around the room. His eyes lock on mine and he smirks at me as he leans his face into some girl’s naked chest and snorts a line of coke. 
 
    I swallow back. I really shouldn’t be here.  
 
    I start looking for the exits as Jackson’s friend straightens up and wipes his nose. “Hey, I know you,” he says, narrowing his eyes on me and walking forward. 
 
    “Um, no,” I say, wishing I had an escape. 
 
    “Yeah,” he laughs with a sick fascination. “You’re that chick from the races. You’re Nate Ryder’s girl, aren’t you?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to stick it to that guy,” he tells me as that grin from before returns. “I heard he fucked you over.” 
 
    “I, um… need to pee,” I stutter out. 
 
    “Nah, babe. Dance with us. It’s a party.” The guy grabs me around the waist and pulls me into him before grinding himself into my ass and making me want to throw up.  
 
    I really have to get out of here.  
 
    Where the fuck is Jackson? 
 
    I try to wriggle free of the guy but he’s either too drunk or stoned to even realize I’m trying to get away. I jam my elbow back into his stomach and his arm loosens from my waist. “Fuck,” he roars as he rubs his stomach. “You fucking bitch.” 
 
    I don’t wait around to see what the hell he’s going to do to me, I just run. 
 
    “Get that fucking bitch,” I hear called from behind. 
 
    Shit. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    I squeeze through the bodies crowding the front door and break out into the night. The air has cooled a lot over the past twenty minutes since we got here, or maybe that’s just me. 
 
    I hurry down the cracked driveway hoping that guy isn’t coming after me for elbowing him in the gut, though, I should have got him in the jewels. Doesn’t he know who I am? Maybe he didn’t hear what I did to Josh. 
 
    Shit. Josh. I didn’t think about him. He’s probably here somewhere too. After all, he’s the rare exception that someone from Broken Hill would actually go to a school like Haven Falls Private. 
 
    The thought makes me pick up my pace. 
 
    I get halfway down the street to where the lined cars begin to thin out and scramble around in my bra for my phone. I need help, but who the hell am I going to call? Nate? No. He’d try and beat up everyone inside. Jesse? Nope, he’ll get halfway here and decide he needs a burger. Brooke? No, I wouldn’t even dream of asking her to come to a place like this. Mom? Hell no, I might be a little reckless and making stupid decisions but that’s just asking for trouble. 
 
    “Shit,” I sigh before hitting call. 
 
    I hold the phone up to my ear and wait. “Hey,” Jesse’s excited voice says through the line. “Where the hell are you? The party started ages ago.” 
 
    “I need your help,” I rush out in a panic. 
 
    “Huh? What’s going on?” he says. 
 
    “I-” 
 
    “Wait, wait. I can’t hear you. It’s too loud.” I listen as he makes his way through whatever party he’s at and look around at the busy street. Crap. I really hope there’s no one looking for me. “Tora?” Jesse says loudly through the phone, startling me. “What’s going on? Where are you?” 
 
    I cringe as I go to explain. “I’m at a Haven Falls party.” 
 
    “WHAT?” he roars down the line. “What the fuck are you doing there? Wait. How’d you get…? Fucking Jackson. I thought I made it clear I didn’t want you around him.” 
 
    “Jesse… just shut up and get me out of here. I don’t need a lecture right now, you can chew me out later. Right now, I need you to save my ass. They know who I am and they want to stick it to Nate.” 
 
    “Shit, Tora,” he sighs in anger. “Get out of there. Go down the street and find somewhere safe. I’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jess,” I murmur, not bothering to tell him I’ve already done all that. 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    The line goes dead and I do my best to wait patiently. He’ll only be a few minutes and I’m sure he’ll come with one hell of a nasty lecture about decision making. Hell, he’ll probably even lock me in the car before going to beat the crap out of Jackson and his friend. 
 
    I lean back against a lamppost and try to figure out if standing under this thing is good for me or not. I mean, on one hand, I’m visible to Jess when he comes and if something happens to me maybe someone else might witness it, but on the other hand… I’m visible. 
 
    “Tora?” a voice calls out into the night. I stand up a little straighter as I peer into the darkness. It’s definitely not Jesse. “Tora?” the voice calls again. 
 
    Crap. It’s Jackson. 
 
    “Tora, where the fuck are ya, babe?” 
 
    He’s either heard about what just happened in there or he’s legitimately looking for me. Maybe he’s concerned as he hasn’t seen me in a while, or maybe this whole friendship thing is bullshit and this is some ploy to get under Nate’s skin. Whatever it is, I don’t care to figure it out tonight. I just want to get under my blanket and pull out my Kindle, like I was supposed to be doing all along. 
 
    At least this has solved my earlier issue. I step back out of the light from the lamppost and hide amongst some bushes while I wait. My phone buzzes in my hand and I look down, hoping it’s Jesse telling me he’s nearly here, but disappointment floods me the second I unlock the screen. 
 
    Jackson – Where did you go? Can’t find you anywhere. 
 
    I let out a sigh and consider not replying but I’m so damn pissed off that I can’t help it. 
 
    Tora – Home. Your friends are douchebags. Next time hire a fucking stripper. I didn’t come so I could be their fucking entertainment so if any of those dickheads try to touch me again, I’ll be handling it my way. 
 
    I hit send and don’t need to bother explaining that ‘my way’ means releasing my boys on their asses. 
 
    Jackson – Shit. I didn’t fucking know. Where are you? I’ll come find you. 
 
    Tora – Don’t bother. I’m with Jess. 
 
    That should do the trick. I can deal with his questions on Monday, for now, all I want is to go home and forget I did yet another stupid thing. 
 
    As I lock my phone, a familiar Range Rover pulls up and I let out a relieved sigh. I’ve never been so happy to meet my doom in the form of a Jesse lecture. I hurry around the car and see there’s no one in the passenger seat and another wave a relief slams into me. At least there’ll be no one here to witness my ass getting handed to me. 
 
    I pull open the door and a cloud of cigarette smoke hits me in the face as I look up into the car to face Jesse’s wrath. 
 
    My heart sinks. It’s not Jess. 
 
    That back-stabbing swamp turd. He sold me out. 
 
    Nate stares straight ahead, refusing to look at me and the anger on his face is as clear as day. “Get in,” he demands, when I hesitate a second too long. 
 
    Shit. I swallow my pride and pull myself up into the Range Rover and quietly get myself comfortable. I don’t know how this is going to go. Especially when my phone lights up with an incoming call and Jackson’s name scrawled across the screen. 
 
    Fuck my life. This couldn’t possibly get worse. 
 
    I ignore the call and jam my phone back down my bra as I wait for him to rip me a new asshole, only it never comes. He silently pulls out into the street and floors it until we’re back on our side of town. 
 
    Nate finishes off his cigarette and instantly pulls out another, making me wonder how Jesse would feel about him smoking in his car. But more importantly, it makes me cringe and l have no doubt in my mind that’s why he’s doing it. 
 
    He pulls up at my home twenty minutes later and brings the car to a stop. I reach for the door handle when his voice cuts through the silence. “We’re going to talk about this.” 
 
    Wanting nothing more than to stick it to him, I pull confidence out of my ass and practically puff out my chest. I open the door and get out. “No,” I tell him defiantly as I turn to face him. “We’re not.” 
 
    I close the door and before he can curse me out, I head up the stairs to my front door and don’t look back despite my heart and soul screaming at me to throw myself into his arms. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    I sit in the cafeteria on Wednesday afternoon, trying to enjoy my lunch, but the way Puck and Courtney are playing tonsil hockey has me wanting to throat punch them. I mean, don’t they know me and Brooke are suffering from broken hearts? There’s nothing I want to see less than that shit. 
 
    I look over at Brooke and scrunch up my face. She does the same but adds a roll of her eyes, somehow managing to make me feel better. 
 
    Brylee flicks a French fry at them. “Would you two knock it off?” she grunts. “I can hear the sound of your saliva moshing together and it’s making me want to barf.” 
 
    Courtney pulls back from Puck and narrows her eyes on her best friend before looking at the rest of us. “You bitches are so jealous.” 
 
    “Jealous of what?” Brooke snaps back. “Every girl in school has already been with him.” 
 
    Puck holds his hands up in defense. “Hey, what did I do?” 
 
    Courtney ignores him as she glares across the table at Brooke. “You’d know,” she snaps. “You’re the biggest whore around.” 
 
    “Guys,” Elle cuts in. 
 
    Brooke flies to her feet. “Says you? You’re the one with your tongue down your boyfriend's throat.” 
 
    Now Court gets to her feet as I watch with my mouth hanging open. “Well, at least my boyfriend doesn’t cheat on me.” With that, she grabs her phone off the table and storms out of the cafeteria. 
 
    “Shit,” Puck grunts as he narrows his eyes on Brooke. “Did you really have to do that?” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” she yells at him. “Brylee was the one who asked you to stop and that cow was the one who claimed we were all jealous. So, why don’t you go and run after your precious little girl and remind her that all this bullshit is on her.” 
 
    Brylee lets out a heavy sigh as Puck shakes his head and gets up from the table, hopefully, to go and do what Brooke has just said. “What the hell was that?” Brylee questions. “Are you feeling ok?” 
 
    “No,” Brooke grunts. “If they want to make babies then they should go and do it privately.” 
 
    Brylee's lips pull into a tight line and it’s clear as day she’s pissed with Brooke, but then, Brooke is right, Brylee and Court are the ones who started this shit. Brooke just finished it, though, Court took it way too far. 
 
    Brylee gets up and hauls ass after Puck and Courtney, leaving me and Elle to turn on Brooke. “Alright, now that they’re gone,” I say. “You want to tell me what the hell that was about?” 
 
    “You know what that was about,” she tells me. “Courtney’s big mouth.” 
 
    “Brooke,” I scold. “Spill it.” 
 
    She lets out a frustrated groan and leans forward onto her elbow. “Maxen asked out that whore, Holly, today.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I curse before letting out a heavy breath. “You ok?” 
 
    She silently shakes her head as Elle leans in closer. “OK, here’s the plan. I’ll hold him down while you two beat the shit out of him.” 
 
    Brooke lets out a big booming laugh and just like that, I know she’s feeling a shitload better, even though I know she’s filled with hurt and betrayal inside. “Besides,” I tell her. “Holly is a bitch ass skank. She went down on a linebacker last week. It’s only a matter of time before they cheat on each other. We can make it a game,” I say as the excitement overtakes me. “NO. A bet.” 
 
    Brooke grins. “You’re on. Twenty says she tries to fuck Tyson by the end of the week.” 
 
    I reach out and shake her hand. “Twenty says she does ‘an Elle’ and tries to do them at the same time.” 
 
    “Hey,” Elle demands, pretending to look offended. 
 
    “You going to deny it?” I tease. 
 
    She rolls her eyes and quickly glances around. “Don’t knock it till you tried it.” 
 
    “Ewwww,” I groan as Brooke raises a curious eyebrow. “You two are such skanks.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that innocent bullshit,” Elle says as I watch Jesse across the cafeteria storming his way through the door with a desperate urgency that has me straightening in my seat. “You were with Nate Fucking Ryder for months. You can’t tell me that a guy like that didn’t want to get a bit… nasty in the bedroom.” 
 
    My face flushes but I can’t take my eyes off Jess. Especially as he drops down beside Nate and starts hauling something out of his bag. “I am so not talking about this with you guys.” 
 
    Brooke gasps as her eyes widen. “Tell me,” she begs. “What did you do?” 
 
    Nate’s eyes flick up to mine for the quickest moment, but the second he sees me already looking, he turns straight back to Jess, telling me this is something important, and there’s only one thing that could be so important to have Jesse storming in here, desperate to show Nate whatever he’s got hiding in his bag. The fire. 
 
    I push up to my feet as I grin down at Brooke and Elle. “You whores can get lost. I’m not spilling anything.” 
 
    They call after me to get my ass back there, but I’m on a mission. I need to know what he’s got in his bag. I practically barge people out of my way as I watch Nate and Jesse focused on a whispered conversation. They both get up and head for the door but I’m right behind them, neither of them in the right mind to even notice me here. 
 
    I slow and wait until they push out the doors before I call them out. “Hey,” I demand, making them both spin around with wide eyes. I’m sure if this is about the fire, they were going to try their hardest to keep it from me. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Jesse blanches as Nate’s eyes take me in. I haven’t spoken to him since Friday night. It’s only been looks from afar and they’re killing me. I haven’t had a chance to call Jesse out for sending his brother either, but when I do, he better watch out. But now is not the time. 
 
    “Nothing,” Nate says. “Go back and eat your lunch.” 
 
    “I did eat my lunch,” I tell him with narrowed eyes as I turn on Jesse. “What’s in the bag?” 
 
    His eyes widen a fraction. He’s not beyond lying but to me, he wouldn’t and besides, I can see right through him. Nate cuts off whatever he was still trying to come up with and softens his eyes, trying to pull one over on me. “Really,” he says softly. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    I step into him and he can’t help but lift his hand to my waist. “Nate, are you forgetting that I’m madly in love with you?” I ask, looking up with an impatient raised eyebrow while secretly loving being so close to him, despite how pissed off I am with him. “That means that you can bullshit everyone else except for me.” 
 
    “Tora,” he groans. “Please, just stay out of this one.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I can’t. It’s about the fire, isn’t it?” He doesn’t say, but it’s clear in his eyes. I turn to Jess. “What’s in the bag?” 
 
    Jesse’s eyes flick up to Nate for a brief moment before he drops down and starts pulling something out. “It’s the jacket.” 
 
    My eyes widen as he hands it over. “You mean, the one the person used to ‘try’ and put out the fire?” 
 
    “The very one,” he confirms. 
 
    “How the hell did you get this?” I ask as Nate drops his hand to give me room to hold the jacket and look it over. “It’s a girl’s jacket,” I gasp. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jess says, skipping over my question on how he got it in the first place. “That’s what I was just telling Nate.” 
 
    “Shit, I could have sworn it was a guy who did it,” I sigh as I look back to Nate. I mean, all this time I’ve been studying every move of all the guys around me. At one stage I would have said it was Jackson, but he’s more of a fist kind of guy. Actually, come to think of it; a fire is more of a girl thing to do. You know, that way she has something doing the dirty work for her.  “Apart from me, which girls have you fucked over lately?” 
 
    “Me?” he gasps. “What about you?” 
 
    “Really?” I grunt. “You think I have crazy psycho bitches trying to burn us alive? Nuh uh, this is on you. You’ve screwed over the wrong girl and now she’s fucking pissed. All I’ve got is girls hating me because they want you.” 
 
    “I hate to say it,” Jesse says. “She’s right. You probably have a whole list of bat-shit crazy chicks you don’t even remember screwing.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he grunts.  
 
    An idea strikes and I thrust the jacket into Nate’s chest. I feel my pockets and realize my phone isn’t here. I must have left it on the table in the cafeteria. “Shit,” I say to both of them. “I need a phone.” 
 
    Nate digs into his pocket and hands me his phone with his eyebrows pulled down. I type in his passcode and open his Facebook app to start searching for Sarah McKay’s page. She wants to be a photographer and generally posts photos of the parties she went to and with any luck, she was at that one. 
 
    “Who the fuck is Sarah McKay?” Jesse grunts as he looks over my shoulder. 
 
    “You’d probably know if your head wasn’t shoved so far up your ass all the time,” I tell him as Nate scoffs his agreement.  
 
    I get busy scrolling through the hundreds of pictures she has on here as Nate steps into me, taking advantage of this stolen moment. His hand claims my waist once again and I find myself leaning into him. 
 
    “Shit,” I gasp as I come across the photos of the boat shed lit up like the fourth of July. “It’s nice to see she was busy taking photos while we were dying,” I say, trying my hardest to cover my panic with humor, though if I know these boys, I know it didn’t work. But seeing these pictures and remembering what we went through… shit. I can’t even. 
 
    Nate grunts low in his throat as he protectively pulls me into his chest. “Keep scrolling,” he tells me, not wanting me to dwell on it, but too late. The image is burned into my mind. 
 
    I do as I’m told and keep going. I see photos of me and Brooke facing off against Nate, us girls dousing Maxen in crap, and everyone dancing. On closer inspection, there are shots of Jesse minding his own business, Nate watching me in the distance with nothing but desire in the depths of his dark eyes. There are all the boys, all the girls, and people I’ve never met before in my life. 
 
    “Wait,” Jesse calls. “Go back.” I scroll back up and Jesse tells me when to stop. “Look,” he says, leaning over and using his fingers to zoom in. “Is that the right jacket?” 
 
    I look up at the jacket in Nate’s hands before looking down at the girl in the picture. It certainly looks similar, but who the hell is it? The picture is kind of blurry zoomed in this much but the way Nate’s fingers are digging into my waist tells me he knows something. 
 
    “What is it?” I whisper, looking up at him. 
 
    He looks down at me with overwhelming regret and it nearly bowls me over. “It’s Ashley.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt in surprise as I reconsider the picture. It couldn’t be. “How can you tell?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know,” he warns. 
 
    “Nate,” I scold. 
 
    “Babe,” he sighs as though he can’t stand the sound of his own voice. “I was screwing her for four months. I know every inch of her fucking body.” 
 
    I try to pretend I didn’t hear that. “You’re right,” I murmur. “I didn’t want to hear that.” 
 
    Nate drops the jacket from his hands and grabs me. He pulls me in and rests his forehead against mine. “I’m so fucking sorry. This is all my fault,” he murmurs for only us to hear. “You nearly fucking died because of something I did.” 
 
    I bring my hands up between us and rest them against his racing heart. “Don’t,” I tell him. “It’s not your fault. It’s hers.” 
 
    “I’m going to make this right,” he vows. 
 
    I slide my hands from his chest up and around his neck. I hold on for dear life and risk tilting my chin. He doesn’t pull away from me so I brush my lips softly over his. In this moment, I don’t know if it’s me or him who needs the other more, but right now, I’m more than happy to keep pretending that the whole break up bullshit never happened. “No,” I tell him. “Let the police handle it.” 
 
    “So her parents can pay someone off and get her a slap on the wrist?” he scoffs in disgust. “I’m sorry, but no. I won’t be able to sleep until this is done.” 
 
    I pull back and search his eyes and for the first time in a long time, I don’t like what I see, in fact, it’s downright terrifying. I pull out of his arms and he reluctantly lets me go. I glance over to Jesse before focusing back on Nate. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    He shakes his head as he watches me. “I don’t know,” he whispers. “But whatever it is, I won’t stop until it’s right.” 
 
    There’s no doubt about it, he blames himself. The torture behind his eyes is enough to see that, which is why I can’t let him do this. He’s going to go too far and it will be something his parents can’t bail him out of. This will destroy him and in doing that, he’ll destroy me. Telling him that though, it’s as pointless as talking to a brick wall. He won’t hear me until he’s had a chance to calm down. 
 
    So instead of trying to talk him down, I give him something else to think about. “I want in.” 
 
    He pulls back and looks at me as though I’m some kind of stranger. “No. No way in fucking hell. I want you far away from this bullshit. You’re better than this.” 
 
    I shake my head and move back into him. “She did this to me too, Nate. It wasn’t just you who nearly lost your life. I deserve this just as much as you do.” 
 
    “I won’t let you,” he growls as his hands ball into fists at his side. 
 
    I put a hand upon his strong shoulder and stretch up on my tippy toes. I press my lips to his cheek and love that I still have the ability to calm his wild emotions. “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “I need this.” 
 
    With that, I pull away, give Jesse a tight smile, and turn my back. 
 
    I walk back into the cafeteria as the sound of Nate’s fists slamming into someone’s locker echoes through the room. I ignore it as I scan the room, searching out the one person who thinks she’s gotten away with murder. 
 
    I find her a moment later. Ashley Samuels, sitting amongst her friends laughing and joking without a care in the world. Well, that’s about to change. I don’t know how and I don’t know when, but soon, she will pay for what she did to us and I can guarantee, with Nate involved it will be brutal and unforgiving. 
 
    I somehow tear my eyes away, not wanting her to catch me looking. After all, I wouldn’t want to tip her off that we know, otherwise she’ll be expecting it and I can’t have that. I want to blindside her, just like she did to us. 
 
    I shake out my thoughts. I can’t be thinking about this now. I need to sleep on this. Get my emotions under control before making any decisions.  
 
    I sit back down beside Brooke which is when I notice Jackson. His eyes are narrowed as he watches me. I haven’t spoken to him since the party on Friday night and I have no plans to change that. He knows he fucked that up, but right now, the way he’s looking at me is as though he’s trying to work something out, like maybe he already knows what’s going on.  
 
    I make a point of looking away and scoop my phone off the bench. My fingers hover over the screen desperate to text either Nate or Jesse to make sure he’s alright, but I don’t. I’ll talk with them soon, even though that’s bound to end with a fight. 
 
    The end of lunch bell rings, and to be honest, I’ve never been happier. I feel if I stay in this cafeteria much longer, I’m going to lose my shit. Brooke scoops her arm around mine as we get up from the table and start heading for the door I only just came through. “Everything ok?” she murmurs as the entire student body tries to squish through the same doors. “You look… pissed off.” 
 
    “I, um…” I consider telling her about Ashley when I think better of it. I don’t want her to know, not yet. She’ll go and kick Ashley’s ass right now, and honestly, a good ass kicking is not going to be nearly enough punishment, and besides, if anyone is going to kick her ass, it’s going to be me. “I just had an argument with Nate.” 
 
    “What?” she grunts in outrage. “What’s his problem now? Doesn’t he know you’re not his anymore? He can’t pull this crap on you anymore.” 
 
    Shit. I might not be confessing my big secret, but I’m about to confess to another. “I sort of… went to a Haven Falls party with Jackson on Friday night.” 
 
    Her eyes widen.  
 
    Her bottom lip drops.  
 
    A heavy breath is sucked in. 
 
    “What?” she demands. And just like that, the rest of my day is spent receiving the lecture I thought I’d be getting from Jess. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    I get home that afternoon and I have to commend myself for making it through the rest of the school day. I couldn’t concentrate at all and I have no doubts that Jess and Nate weren’t at school. I was desperate to go over to their place all afternoon to vent about it, but I can’t. Not yet. Nate needs time to cool down and listening to me talking about the fire is definitely not a good way to do that. 
 
    I grab my bag off the passenger side and get out of the car. I look up at my home and briefly wonder if mom has shown. She’s been a bit lost lately. Ever since dad left again she’s been wanting to get out of the house. 
 
    I let out a sigh as I pull my bag up over my shoulder and make my way up the steps. I push open the door and step through. “Mom?” I call out through the big house. “You home?” 
 
    Mom appears in the hallway before me with her hand propped on her hips. “Where have you been?” she demands. “I’ve been waiting for you all afternoon.” 
 
    “Um… school only just ended,” I say, looking at her with confusion. “I literally came straight home.” 
 
    “I know,” she says, fighting a smile. “I was hoping you’d be one of those rebels and skip school to come home early.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow at her as I try to work out what the hell is going on. “Mom, when have I ever skipped class?” I say, hoping she doesn’t pick up on the fact that I do it all the time. 
 
    She practically bounces on her feet. “I wanted you home.” 
 
    “Why?” I say. “You could have texted me or called the school and had me sent home.” 
 
    “No,” she groans, throwing her arms around me and rocking me from side to side like she used to do when I was a kid. “Your grades are in the toilet. I need you to soak up every ounce of knowledge those teachers are willing to share. I had no choice but to wait.” 
 
    I pull back out of my mom's arms and study her closer. She’s acting way too shady and I want to know why. “What’s going on, mom?” 
 
    She takes my hand and drags me into the kitchen behind her. “Come on,” she says. “I’ve got something to show you.” 
 
    My brows pull down for the hundredth time this afternoon. “Tell me,” I say. 
 
    She shakes her head as she continues dragging me behind her. “Jesus,” she laughs. “Have a little patience.” 
 
    “If you wanted me to have patience then you should have wired it into my DNA seventeen years ago. This is on you, not me.” 
 
    We get into the pristine kitchen and sitting on the table is an envelope. My heart starts to race as I look down at it. Could this be…? Shit, I don’t want to get my hopes up. “It’s a big envelope,” mom says, still holding my hand. 
 
    “Is it from…?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Crap. Ok,” I practically chant, looking down at the untouched envelope. This is dad’s work papers all over again. “You do it.” 
 
    “No,” mom says, shaking her head. “You have to do it.” 
 
    “I can’t. What if it’s… you know.” 
 
    “Not possible,” she tells me. “They don’t send big envelopes for rejection letters.” 
 
    “Maybe they ran out of small ones,” I argue. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” she laughs. “Now, do I need to go and spill a glass of water to get you to open it or are you going to man up and tear that baby apart?” 
 
    “Fine,” I groan, reaching forward and taking the envelope off the table. “But if this is bad, you owe me a lifetime of Ben & Jerry’s.” 
 
    “It’s not going to be bad.” 
 
    I take a deep breath and slide my finger under the tab before tearing it across the envelope. I go to take the papers out as my heart threatens to beat right out of my chest. Holy crap. This is it. The moment I’ve been waiting my whole life for.  
 
    I slide the papers from the envelope and begin scanning over the words as mom shoves her head over my shoulder, reading it too. “Holy shit,” I shriek, grabbing the paper with both hands and shaking it. “I got in. I actually got in.” 
 
    Mom throws her arms around and me squishes the life out of me. “I knew you would, baby. I knew you would.” 
 
    I hold her back with everything I’ve got as tears of joy spring to my eyes. This is one of the best days of my life and all I want to do is tell Nate about it. I don’t care that we’re not together. I don’t care that he’s spent the last two weeks pissed at me for the stupid shit I can’t seem to stop doing. 
 
    All I care about is telling the man I love that I just got accepted to college. I pull back out of mom’s arms and give her a beaming smile. “I have to go,” I tell her. 
 
    “What?” she sulks. “Where?” 
 
    I look at her as though the answer should be obvious. “Ahhhh, to tell everyone about this,” I say, holding my acceptance letter up. “Can we go out for dinner? Maybe go somewhere special?” 
 
    A smile filled with nothing but absolute joy takes over my mother’s face. “Nothing would make me happier. Did you want to invite your friends? Nate and Jesse? We can make a big deal about it.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nah, I can celebrate with them later, let’s go just you and me.” 
 
    Tears spring to her eyes as she pulls me in again. “Ok, sweetie. I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too,” I laugh as I squeeze out of her iron-clad grip. “I’ll be back in a little bit. Maybe we can get dressed up too.” 
 
    “Give me a little more credit than that,” she chuckles. “I’ve had my outfit picked out for years.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as I turn back down the hallway. I hurry towards the door as mom calls behind me. “Drive safely.” 
 
    “I will,” I yell back as I break out the front of the house. I hurry down the stairs and dive into my car. Within the space of seven minutes, I’m coming to a stop out the front of Nate’s house. 
 
    The Range Rover isn’t here and the garage is closed so I’m assuming he hasn’t made it home from school yet, though, I have absolutely no idea what he’d be doing. He practically lives in the garage working on his Mustang. 
 
    I shrug my shoulders and walk inside anyway. This place still feels like home to me even though I was only here for two months. They were the best two months of my life. 
 
    I walk inside and hear someone in the kitchen. I head that way to find Trish making a mess of a packet mix cake. “What are you doing?” I laugh as I take in the scene before me. 
 
    Her eyes snap up and widen with excitement before she hurries around the counter and throws her arms around me. “Congratulations,” she cheers. 
 
    “What?” I laugh. “I literally only just found out. How did my mom even have a second to call you already?” 
 
    “Oh, you know your mom,” she smiles. “We figured you were coming here.” 
 
    “Yeah, you haven’t told him, have you?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” she says. “That’s your news to tell.” 
 
    “Do you know when he’ll be back?” 
 
    Her lips pull into a tight line. “I’m not sure, honey. You know how it is with these boys. I would assume soon though, he can’t seem to stay away from his silly car for long.” 
 
    “Ok,” I smile. “Do you mind if I wait in his room?” 
 
    “Sure thing,” she smiles. “I’ll bring you up a piece of this cake if I can ever get the stupid thing cooked.” 
 
    “That sounds great,” I laugh. 
 
    She squeezes my shoulder and sends me on my way. I head up the stairs and a moment later, I’m pushing my way through his door. Memories hit me like a freight train. Nate and I have spent so many hours in this very room. Really, really, special hours. Hours upon hours of nothing but pure pleasure. What I would give to have that back again. 
 
    I crawl up into his unmade bed, loving how it smells just like him and sit cross-legged in the very middle. I read and reread my acceptance letter, memorizing every tiny detail of it. This must be the best letter I’ve ever received. I might frame it and hang it on my wall right next to the space I’ll save for my college degree and then, of course, my glowing diploma from Harvard Law. 
 
    Roughly fifteen minutes pass when I hear the front door open and close before his angelic voice calling out. “Is Tora here? Is she ok?” 
 
    “She’s in your room,” Trish replies. 
 
    A second later, I hear him on the stairs and my heart starts to race, the same way it always does when I know I’m about to see the man I love. The door flies open and just like that, he’s standing right before me. His eyes scan my body up and down, frantic that something is wrong. “What are you doing here? Are you ok?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I tell him. 
 
    I watch as the worry seeps out of his eyes and is replaced with relief. “Why are you here?” 
 
    He walks around his bed and sits on the edge just out of my reach as he spies the letter in my hands. “I got something today, and I know things are messed up between us at the moment and you’ve spent the last few weeks majorly pissed off with me, but you were the only person I wanted to tell.” 
 
    His eyes soften and I melt. He’s like a drug to me and I’m addicted in the worst possible way. “What is it?” 
 
    I hand him the paper and watch as he scans over the words. His eyes widen as a massive grin takes over his handsome face. “You got in?” he says, giving me a look of absolute pride. 
 
    I nod as I try to contain my massive smile. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Fuck, babe,” he cheers, putting the letter down and grabbing me. He pulls me into his lap and crushes his lips to mine, giving me the celebration that I was really after. “You’re so fucking incredible,” he tells me as he pulls back and looks into my eyes. 
 
    I shuffle around on his lap and straddle him so I can look at him better. His hands fall to my hips before kissing me once again. “Is this why mom is burning a cake?” 
 
    “Probably,” I laugh. 
 
    He goes quiet for a moment as he continues watching me. His eyes become serious and I know that whatever he wants to tell me isn’t easy. “I miss you,” he murmurs, leaning his forehead against mine. 
 
    I reach around and take his hands from my hips before lacing my fingers through his. “I miss you, too.”  
 
    He searches my eyes for a moment. “Why’d you do it?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Race?” 
 
    I drop my eyes to his chest. I was wondering when he was going to grill me on all of this. I guess there’s no better time than the present. If only I wasn’t so ashamed of myself. “Come on,” I tell him. “You know why I did it.” 
 
    “You wanted an excuse to see me.” 
 
    I let out a sigh. “You hurt me, Nate. I wanted your attention and I didn’t care how I got it. I knew you weren’t going to just cave and give me what I needed so I did something that I knew would work, and it did.” 
 
    He shakes his head ever so slightly. “It sure fucking did,” he grunts. “Do you know how bad that could have ended?” 
 
    “I know,” I tell him. “But it didn’t. I was actually pretty damn good.” 
 
    He scoffs. “It was pretty fucking hot too.” A laugh comes bubbling up and I can’t possibly stop it. “It’s not funny,” he demands. “You could have been hurt.” 
 
    The laughter is coming strong now. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He grabs my waist and throws me down on the bed, unable to stop his own smile. “What am I going to do with you?” 
 
    I look up into the eyes I love as things grow serious. “Take me back,” I tell him. 
 
    He shakes his head. “You know I can’t do that.” 
 
    “But I got into college,” I tell him, confused. “I thought that’s what you wanted.” 
 
    “It is,” he tells me, “But it’s more than that. I’m not good for you and I’m going to end up pulling you down when you should be shining.” 
 
    “I’ve gotten into more trouble without you over the past two weeks than what I did with you, and on top of that, I haven’t punched anyone and my grades are back up.” 
 
    “Babe, that just proves you’re better without me,” he says. “I thought we discussed this.” 
 
    “And you thought I was just going to give up?” I smirk. 
 
    He grins down at me and presses his lips to mine. “I hoped not,” he admits before pulling back and really looking at me. “Speaking of trouble,” he says. “Care to explain why you let Jackson take you to a Haven Falls party on Friday night?” 
 
    “Seriously?” I laugh. “If you really need me to explain that, you’re not as smart as I gave you credit for.” 
 
    “Oh, I know exactly why you did it, I just want to see if you’ll actually admit it.” 
 
    “Fine,” I groan. “You pissed me off so I wanted to do the same, and Jackson… well, what a perfect way to get under your skin.” 
 
    He shakes his head as he looks at me in wonder. “You’re going to be the death of me.” 
 
    “I know, but you can fix that by fixing us.” 
 
    “Tora,” he groans before letting out a deep sigh. “You know, I’ve been fucking miserable without you these last few weeks.” 
 
    “You don’t think I have been too?” 
 
    “I know you have. I see it in your eyes every time I look at you and I hate that I’m to blame for that.” 
 
    “You’re not,” I tell him. “I’m the one who got involved in fights, I’m the one who let my grades slip, and I’m the one who stormed off to the boat shed. This is all on me.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” he whispers. 
 
    I can’t help but smile up at him. Things aren’t great between us and I know we have some issues to figure out but right now, at this moment, it’s never been better. I’m going to college, I have the man I love in my arms… well, for now, I finally have answers on the whole fire bullshit, and not to mention my mom looked so damn happy today that I could die right now and not have a single regret. 
 
    “I love you, Nate.” 
 
    His hand runs down the side of my face as he looks deeply into my eyes. “I promise you, Tora. When I told you I love you, I fucking meant it. You’re my world, and I swear to you, I’m going to do everything I possibly can to make sure that I’m good enough for you. Being without you, it kills me.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell him, saying exactly what he said to me. “I see it in your eyes.” 
 
    He drops his face back down to mine. “I want to be with you, Tora, and one day, you’re going to be pushing out my babies, but I refuse to bring you down.” 
 
    I look into his eyes and let him know that what I’m about to say comes only from a place of pure honesty. “I’ll wait, Nate. No matter how long it takes. I’m yours.” 
 
    His eyes search mine and I see nothing but relief shining back at me. “In the meantime, will you stop going to Haven Falls parties and illegal races?” 
 
    “Will you let me in on the Ashley thing?” He shakes his head and I grin up at him. “Well, in that case, I better call Jackson. I haven’t tried pot or been involved in an orgy yet.” 
 
    His eyes narrow. “I’m going to have to chain you to my bed.” 
 
    My legs drop open and I wind them around his waist, pulling him down into me. “Is that a promise?” 
 
    His lips come down on mine as his hand slides up under my shirt. “You fucking bet it is.” 
 
    He kisses me deeply and before I’ve even realized what’s happening, he’s pushing into me and satisfying that craving I’ve had since the moment he walked out my door and making me realize, that even though we’re technically not together right now, Nate Ryder is going to be the man in my life for years to come.  
 
    He’s my heart and my soul combined and I’ll never have it any other way. I love him with every little piece of me and I can’t wait to see what our future holds. 
 
    Watch out world, we’re coming to get you. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thanks for reading! 
 
    If you enjoyed reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it, please leave a review.  
 
    www.amazon.com/review/create-review/B07NL38FRH 
 
      
 
    For more information on The Broken Hill High Series, find me on Facebook or Twitter–  
 
    www.facebook.com/SheridanAnneAuthor/ 
 
    @_SheridanAnne 
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