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Brooke Eastwood

THREE MONTHS. NINETY-two days, and I still had no idea how to pick up the pieces of what was left.

My world had become a pile of wreckage, each fragment a reminder of the person I used to be, a person who now seemed lost forever.

Time moved on out there, but inside me there was only a crushing silence, as if life had lost its color and sound. The memory of myself was slowly dissolving, slipping through my fingers like sand in an hourglass. Sometimes I’d try to grasp that image, to understand what was left of me, but everything was fog. And then I’d wonder if there would ever be an “after,” or if the emptiness that had taken hold of me would end up swallowing me whole.

I looked around, feeling the familiar tightness in my throat that never seemed to heal. The cliché college life I’d wanted so badly had turned into a nightmare consuming me day after day.

Shit, Brooke, what are you doing here? What are you doing with your life?

It was past eight at night and I’d been sitting on the windowsill in the same position for at least four hours, counting the raindrops sliding down the glass and thinking about all the what-ifs that lived in my head. Darkness had completely invaded the room, but I didn’t have the strength to get up and go to the light switch.

The voices in my head tangled whenever I tried to think about the last few months. One told me I should smash everything. Hurl the expensive seventy-inch TV to the floor, key the BMW his dad gave him as a birthday present, and run from this place without looking back. But the other voice... the one that sounded so much like Drew’s, always convinced me I was overreacting. “You’re wallowing, Brooke. It doesn’t even make sense to be like this over a favor I did for you.”

A lightning bolt split the dark sky, vanishing somewhere in the distance. It took a few seconds for the thunder to sound, that kind of delay that always happens in storms. I had no idea about the physics behind the lag between the flash and the sound, but it felt pertinent to how I was feeling.

For three months I’d just been living one day at a time in an apathy that was becoming chronic. I woke up on autopilot, went to class on autopilot, attended cheerleading practice on autopilot, and tried way too hard to make sure no one noticed that inside, I wanted to disappear. But inside this apartment... an apartment that belonged to Drew and screamed his name in every corner, it was like a daily reminder of what had happened.

Why was I still here?

Why couldn’t I just forget what happened and move on?

Why didn’t I leave?

Why didn’t I just forgive him once and for all?

I felt the tears fill my eyes and let them run down my face. When would the thunder finally sound in my life?

The sharp ring of my phone alarm filled the dark room and I startled. I wanted to ignore it, but if I kept sitting here, it would just keep ringing until I gave in. I sighed and dragged the palm of my hand across my cheeks, wiping away the tear tracks. I crossed the room to the device on the nightstand.

It was the alarm to take my birth control. I opened the drawer, pulled out the pack, popped the pill, and brought it to my lips, forcing my throat to swallow it dry. Not that I needed to prevent anything, since my desire to be intimate with anyone seemed to have died along with... Don’t think about that, Brooke.

Drew had complained more times than I could count about our sex life. The last time I’d slept with him was right after that day. I was so far gone I’d become a hollow shell. It was Drew who fed me, who reminded me to drink water, shower, brush my teeth. It was also him who, on the third night, wanted to have sex, and I didn’t have the strength to say no. I just wanted so badly to get back to my normal life that I went along with it, even though I didn’t want to.

He didn’t even notice I cried every time he pushed into me. He didn’t notice much of anything.

As I closed the drawer with the pill pack, my phone lit up again, this time with a social media notification. I meant to ignore it, but I couldn’t stop my brain from reading the message.

Tessa: Hey, we miss you here! Drew said you weren’t feeling well. Saw him getting pretty cozy with Camila. Something happen with you guys?

I was confused for a few seconds. Miss me where? And hadn’t Drew gone to his great-aunt’s birthday?

Still standing in front of the dresser, I opened the notification. The circle around Tessa’s name—one of my cheer squad friends—meant she’d posted photos in the last 24 hours. I tapped it and waited for it to load. The older ones showed my friend on campus earlier, heading to the practice I’d missed today because I couldn’t get out of bed when I saw the date. The newer ones, though, showed Tessa and the girls in a dark place lit with colored globes I knew all too well.

Drew had gone to the hockey team party.

On today of all days, Drew had left me here and gone to a party.

I felt my throat close and my breath get trapped as if it couldn’t escape. And only then did I realize I didn’t even care that I was probably being cheated on right this minute in front of people who were supposed to be my friends. I didn’t even care that Drew had lied to me and left me alone, knowing how today affected me. What hurt more was realizing I’d given the last years of my life to a guy who didn’t seem to give a shit.

I felt my lips tremble with the crying fit I knew was coming, but it was only then I noticed a small envelope icon in the top corner of the screen. When I pulled the tab down with my finger, it felt like fate was giving me a sign.

Dear Brooke Eastwood,

We are pleased to inform you that your transfer application to Willow University has been approved! After careful review of your academic record and qualities as a student, we are delighted to offer you a place in our program. We believe you will be an excellent addition to our academic community.

To confirm your interest and secure enrollment for the upcoming September term, please reply within two business days and visit our website to schedule a visit for paperwork completion.

We look forward to welcoming you to our university!

Sincerely,

Eleanor Hartman

Dean

Willow University

I’d filled out the transfer application to Willow on another one of those nights I woke up from nightmares, and Drew told me I needed to regulate my sleep because it was messing with his football training. I felt so tired one hundred percent of the time that I decided maybe I needed to go somewhere else.

Maybe go where I should have gone from the start. Before I let Drew convince me to stay in Pennsylvania.

The next day, I woke up regretting filling out the application. I spent the day beating myself up for doing something sneaky, even though deep down I knew I was far from wrong. My head had been so foggy lately I didn’t recognize myself anymore.

I’d decided to ignore it all until I got a response. I hoped they’d accept me. But I also hoped they’d reject me. I didn’t know why I still felt like I owed Drew something. At the same time... I owed something to myself, too.

I clicked on the email and typed the words without letting myself think too much.

I needed this.

If I stayed here I would die inside.

If I didn’t do this for myself, no one else would.

Each thought echoed in my head, strengthening my decision. My thumb still hovered for a few seconds before I found the final courage and pressed send. An immediate relief flooded my whole body in a way I hadn’t imagined feeling.

I looked around, deciding these were the last hours I’d spend here.

I walked to the light switch and flipped it on, pressing my eyes shut when the brightness almost blinded me. I went to the walk-in closet that had made me grin from ear to ear when Drew first showed me the apartment, and stood on my toes to pull down the suitcase I’d stashed on the top shelf.

I started pulling out my favorite pieces of clothing, folding them one by one to place inside. I wasn’t in a hurry; Drew wouldn’t be home tonight. He was probably staying over at his great-aunt’s.

When I got to the Penn Quakers cheerleading uniform, my heart clenched. I loved to dance. I loved to cheer. And all of that had gotten lost in the last few months. Maybe Willow really could help me resurrect that part of me that had died here.

When I zipped the suitcase shut, I grabbed an umbrella and didn’t look back, not even once. I wouldn’t miss this apartment. I wouldn’t miss any of it.

I pulled my phone from my back jeans pocket and called a rideshare to take me to my parents’ house. Tomorrow I’d buy a ticket to Connecticut and start a new story. But there was a period I needed to put on this one right now. I opened the text thread with Drew, knowing he probably wouldn’t see my notification until tomorrow.

Brooke: I can’t do this anymore. It’s over.
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Noah Pearson

THE DAWN LIGHT SLIPPED through the half-open curtains, flooding the room and waking me before my phone’s alarm even had a chance. Lying in bed, I took a deep breath, etching the scent of my parents’ old wooden house even deeper into my olfactory memory.

The room I grew up in now seemed smaller than I remembered, but at the same time, it was comforting to be there among the old posters on the wall, a desktop computer that wouldn’t even turn on anymore, and the first trophy I’d won playing high school football. My parents hadn’t moved a thing since I’d left for Willow.

A soft knock echoed in the space, and before the bedroom door even opened, I knew who was on the other side.

“Come in, Mom,” I said, shifting in bed to sit up.

“Did I wake you, honey?” Mrs. Viola asked.

“I was already awake, Mom, don’t worry. Need something?” I asked.

“Your father and I made a special last-day-of-vacation breakfast, but we want to eat with you before we have to leave for work,” she told me.

The last day of summer vacation had a cruel way of feeling like the most beautiful one of all.

“I’ll just brush my teeth and be right down. We have to keep up our tradition,” I replied.

For as long as I could remember, the last day of summer vacation had a sacred ritual. Mom would wake up early, before the sun even thought about showing itself, and the house would fill with the smells of the delicious food she’d make: pancakes, scrambled eggs, crispy bacon, perfectly golden waffles, and my favorite homemade blueberry jam. My mother was a hell of a cook, which was exactly why she’d worked for years preparing meals for one of Pennsylvania’s most influential families.

As soon as I stepped out of the bathroom, my stomach growled loudly, as if begging for attention. I walked to the kitchen, my mouth already watering in anticipation. My parents were at the table, deep in conversation. I stopped in the doorway, leaning against the frame. For a moment, I let my eyes watch them, capturing the scene before joining them.

“This bacon is perfect, my love,” I heard my dad say, his voice full of a rare morning enthusiasm. My mother smiled, that big smile that seemed to light up the whole kitchen.

“Made it just the way you like it,” she replied, leaning in to kiss him. The gesture was simple, but so full of affection that, for a moment, I felt like an intruder, witnessing something precious and theirs alone.

As I watched my parents exchange smiles and knowing looks, I was seized by a feeling that wavered between admiration and longing. They had a way of connecting, as if they were tuned to a frequency only they understood. The way my dad touched my mom’s hand while he talked, as if she were the anchor that kept everything in balance, made me want that someday. Someone who’d look at me the way my mom looked at him, as if he were the beginning and end of all things. But until that day came, I didn’t mind getting to know every single girl’s bedroom at Willow.

“You always make it just the way I like it,” Dad replied in a tone full of innuendo, and the magic moment was ruined, at least for me.

“There are children present, please behave,” I said, making a face and taking one of the empty chairs.

“How are you going to spend your last day of vacation, Noah?” Dad asked as I piled pancakes onto my plate. Better enjoy them while I could, since I didn’t know when I’d get to eat them again.

“Need to finish up a few things at the job site this morning, but I’ll have the afternoon free,” I told him.

“You’re really going to work on your last day of vacation?” Mom asked, sounding sad and... guilty.

My family’s financial situation had always been middle-of-the-road—never flush with luxuries, but never desperate either. My parents worked harder than anyone, dedicating hours of work and sacrifice so I could focus on what I loved: football training. They never let me go without anything essential, and with every drop of sweat that rolled off me during practice, I remembered who I was doing it for. The dream of being NFL MVP wasn’t just mine; it was a promise I’d made to them. When that day came, I’d give them more than a simple victory; I’d give them the life they’d always deserved.

Even so, when I turned sixteen, I decided it was time to get a summer job. My parents were a little worried when I told them I’d landed a spot doing construction work. For Mr. and Mrs. Pearson, my only responsibility should have been preparing for college and excelling at football practice. But deep down, they knew, just as I did, that this extra money could make all the difference in securing my independence when college time came. And the best part: it wouldn’t interfere with my training.

“I’m just helping Mr. Smith with a few finishing touches. I’ll be done before lunch.” I took a bite of food, feeling the perfect flavor flood my palate. “I think I’ll take a walk downtown this afternoon and pick up a few things to take back to Willow.”

We finished breakfast, and my parents said goodbye with a hug before heading off to the Calloway family’s house, where they’d worked since before I was born. As for me, I made the familiar trip to the construction site where I’d spent the summer.

The sun shone powerfully in the sky, heating the air with an intensity only late summer could muster. The familiar smell of dust and concrete enveloped my senses as soon as I stepped onto the site.

“Hey, kid,” I heard the deep, unmistakable voice of Mr. Smith calling me from across the work area. He walked over slowly, his calloused hands resting on his hips, a tired half-smile on his lips. “I told you you didn’t need to come today.”

“I know, Mr. Smith,” I replied, a genuine smile spreading across my face. “But I didn’t want to leave you in the lurch. Someone had to help you finish up this part.”

“You’re stubborn, is what you are,” he huffed, but I could see the glint of gratitude in his eyes. He didn’t have the vigor he’d had years ago when I first met him, and he knew my help made a difference.

“Learned from the best, Mr. Smith.”

At first, Mr. Smith didn’t want to let me work for him. “You’re just a sixteen-year-old kid, you’ll get in my way more than help,” he’d grumbled when I went to see him after spotting an ad in the paper. I convinced him to let me work for just one day, and if my performance was bad, I wouldn’t bother him again. That day was exhausting. My body ached in ways I didn’t know were possible, but when the sun began to set, Mr. Smith approached, one eyebrow raised and a half-smile hidden on his face. “You can help me through the summer,” he finally said, giving my shoulder a light slap. “But no bringing girls around here, you hear?”

And in my defense, I obeyed that order... technically. I never brought any girls there. But I also couldn’t stop a few from showing up on their own, curious, eyeing me as I worked—purposely shirtless—under Mr. Smith’s stern gaze.

“Since you’re here, let’s get our hands dirty,” he said.

I spent the whole morning helping him finish what was left, and it was a lot faster than if he’d done it alone. Before he went to lunch, and before I left, Mr. Smith pulled out a fifty-dollar bill and handed it to me.

“You already paid me yesterday, remember?” I said, refusing the money.

“I paid you for yesterday’s work, not today’s,” he countered.

“No...”

“Just take it, Pearson.” He grabbed my hand and put the bill in it. “Pretend it’s a tip if that makes it easier.”

“Thank you, Mr. Smith.”

“You can thank me in the future, when you’re the Eagles’ quarterback, by giving me a ticket to your first Super Bowl.”

My heart leapt just hearing that. Being born and raised in Philadelphia, surrounded by passionate fans and Sundays when the streets filled with shouts and honking during games, made me dream of wearing the Eagles’ colors for as long as I could remember. I wanted to feel the weight of the green jersey shining under the stadium lights, as if every thread of fabric carried the voices of the city that raised me.

“Consider it done, Mr. Smith. When I finally get that starting spot, you’ll have a guaranteed ticket to see me play, and I promise it’ll be at Lincoln Financial Field, preferably against the toughest team of the season.”

“Don’t know if this old man’s heart can take that much excitement, kid. But I’ll hold you to that promise.”

Instead of going home, I got in my pickup and drove to the sports store I’d frequented since my teens to buy new mouthguards and extra gloves. After leaving the store, I grabbed a Philly Cheesesteak for lunch at the diner nearby. Just as I was finishing my sandwich, I got a call from my mom.

“Hi, Mom. Everything okay?” I asked, surprised she was calling in the middle of the afternoon.

“Yes, Noah. But... if you’re not busy, I could use a little help.”

“What do you need?”

“Mrs. Calloway ordered some fresh fruit for her birthday cake tomorrow. Your father was supposed to pick it up today so I could start on the jams, but he’s tied up with our bosses and won’t get here before the place closes. Could you do me this favor and go get it?”

“Of course, Mom. Just send me the address,” I said.

“Thank you, sweetheart. I’ll text it to you,” she said.

My mom sent me the address of the place, which was only a few blocks from where I was. I got back in the pickup and headed toward my destination. The truck’s engine rumbled softly as I parked in front of the small store with its red brick facade and faded awning. The bell above the door jingled when I pushed it open, announcing my arrival. The sweet scent of ripe fruit filled the air.

“Hello, can I help you?” the girl behind the register, who looked about my age, asked.

“Hi, I’m here to pick up some fruit ordered under the name Mrs. Calloway,” I said.

“Oh, of course.” She wiped her hands on the apron she was wearing and opened a gleaming steel refrigerator, pulling out several boxes of colorful fruit and carefully placing them in a brown paper bag. “Here you go, Mr. Calloway.”

The sound of the name hit my ears, and my expression must have spoken for me before I could answer. A shadow of confusion crossed her face.

“You’re not Drew, Mrs. Calloway’s son?”

“No, I’m Noah. Mrs. Pearson’s son,” I replied with a smile.

“Sorry, Noah. It’s just that Mrs. Calloway talks about her son so much I just assumed you were him...” she apologized, looking embarrassed.

“No problem, Andie.” I glanced at the name tag pinned to her chest. “Not the first time I’ve been mistaken for a Calloway.”

Drew, the eldest son of my parents’ bosses, was only a few months older than me. When I was a kid and my mom had no other choice, she’d take me with her to the Calloway house. That’s how I met Drew. Two boys running around the garden, competing to see who could throw a ball farther. Our shared love of football bonded us in a way that felt almost inevitable. And that friendship grew even stronger when we started at the same school.

Back then, just the thought of being a Calloway made my eyes shine with a naive hope. The way people looked at Drew when they found out his last name was something I couldn’t ignore. He had an air of unshakable confidence, and being by his side made me feel invincible, even in moments when everything inside me trembled with insecurity. Drew was that kind of friend.

But growing up has a cruel way of separating illusions from reality. As the years passed, I began to realize that maybe I’d confused friendship with loyalty. Would Drew ever give up certain things for our friendship, the way I had so many times for him? I didn’t need to think hard to know the answer. Despite that, I never fully pulled away from him because I knew it could interfere with my parents’ lives.

The older I got, the more I understood that being a Calloway didn’t mean what I’d thought it meant. The Calloway name was a weight Drew carried like a medal. I’d tried to carry it too, as if it gave me a piece of that world of security and privilege. But I didn’t need that now. I had my own story to write.

“She mentioned her son was a football player, tall and handsome, so...” the girl said, pulling my attention back to her.

I flashed a pretty confident smile.

“In your defense, I am all of those things,” I said, using the flirty tone of voice that always got me the girl I wanted.

“Confident, aren’t you?” she said, raising an eyebrow, a glint of amusement in her eyes.

“Let’s just say I know a compliment when I hear one.”

“How come I’ve never seen you around here before?” she asked.

“My parents still live here, but I moved to Connecticut when I got into college. Now I only come back for vacations or quick visits,” I told her.

Choosing to study at Willow had been as easy as breathing. First, because they had one of the best college football teams in the country, a chance I couldn’t pass up. Second, because it was the perfect excuse to distance myself from Drew while still protecting my parents from the fallout of that distance.

And besides, there was Brooke Eastwood. Drew’s goddamn girlfriend, who was attached to him at the hip. Just the mention of her name made my jaw clench, a reflex I couldn’t control. I wasn’t the kind of guy who got irritated easily, but Eastwood had a special talent for stirring up in me the kind of exasperation that made my heart beat faster, and not in a good way. Ever since she’d decided to entwine herself in Drew’s life—and by extension, mine—irritation had become a constant companion.

Brooke was the kind of girl who insisted on being the center of everything, as if the world actually revolved around her and not the sun. Dealing with Eastwood was like walking through a minefield. Every exchanged word, every glance, carried the tension that the next thing you said or did could trigger an explosion. And I, no matter how hard I tried to stay calm and indifferent, always felt a knot form in my throat whenever she entered the scene. The kind of knot only irritation can create. Brooke Eastwood was a hurricane in a cheerleader’s body, a spoiled, entitled princess, and all of us, one way or another, were forced to weather the storm.

“Maybe you could text me next time you’re in town,” the girl suggested, scribbling her number on a piece of paper and handing it to me along with the order.

“We’ll see each other again sometime, Andie,” I said with a smile as I said goodbye. Andie was beautiful, and I wouldn’t pass up the chance to take her out next time I was in Philly.

I tossed the shopping bag onto the passenger seat of my pickup and headed toward the Calloway house. Joshua, the mansion’s doorman, waved me through, and I went straight to the kitchen, where Mom spent most of her time.

“Thank you, sweetheart. You saved me. I can start the jams right now,” Mom said.

“Oh, come on!” I heard a kid’s voice call from the next room.

“The brat’s home?” Mom nodded. “I’ll go say hi.”

I walked into the great room, and there was Spencer, Drew’s little brother, sunk into the huge leather sofa. His eyes were glued to the TV screen and the video game playing on it.

“You suck at this game, kid,” I teased.

He glanced away from the screen for a second, saw me, and grinned. Spencer was a fun kid, and to be honest, his personality wasn’t much like his older brother’s. Lucky him.

“Noah!” he exclaimed, not pausing the game but with genuine enthusiasm. “Wanna play a round?”

“Can’t, buddy. I gotta get home and sort some stuff out.” It wasn’t a complete lie. I did need to pack for the drive back later. “Next time, okay?” He shrugged.

“You and Drew are always busy,” he complained. “He didn’t want to play either. He’d rather be up in his room with that girl.”

Ah, shit. Running into Drew and her wasn’t on my agenda for today. Since they’d moved into the apartment near UPenn, our run-ins during summer break had gotten less frequent. But it made sense they’d be here. Tomorrow was Mrs. Calloway’s birthday, and an occasion like that was too big for them to miss.

I heard footsteps on the staircase and felt my face twist into confusion when I saw who was with Drew. Or rather, who wasn’t with him.

“Talk later, babe,” he said to the blonde, pulling her in by the waist and giving her a kiss on the mouth. Turning to me, he continued. “Hey, Noah! We barely saw you all break. Heading back to Willow already?”

“Heading back today. Just stopped by quick to drop something off for my mom.” I should have stopped there, but I couldn’t help myself. “Brooke looks... different.”

He let out a laugh like I’d told the funniest joke in the world.

“Yeah, well, we actually broke up,” he said, with a fair amount of indifference.

“How’d that happen?” I heard myself ask. They’d been dating since high school and were practically glued together.

He sighed deeply, letting his expression shift into something resembling sadness. But I knew Drew well enough not to buy the whole performance.

“Some people are so ungrateful, Noah. Can you believe, after everything I did for Brooke, she had the nerve to flirt with my teammates? Couldn’t keep dating her after that, man. I ended it. Figured I’d enjoy college the right way: single. Brooke didn’t appreciate what she had, but plenty of others will. I’m a hell of a catch. She’s gonna regret letting me go.”

Drew’s ego was as massive as Brooke’s. They were two of a kind, and I wouldn’t be surprised if they were back together soon.

“Yeah, enjoy college,” I said, unsure how else to continue that conversation.

We talked for a little while longer before I made up some excuse and headed home.

I spent my last few hours in Philly packing, and when everything was ready, I loaded the bags into the bed of the truck. My parents got home a while later, and I said goodbye with a tight hug and a promise to try my best to come back for Thanksgiving.

The drive from Philly to Willow took about four hours. Luckily, I’d always liked driving, and making the trip with a Luke Combs playlist on repeat was borderline therapeutic. If traffic was light, I might even get home faster. Home. It was funny to think of New Haven as home, but that’s how Willow made me feel.

About halfway, I stopped at a gas station to fill up and grabbed a sandwich and a soda from the convenience store to eat before hitting the road again. While I was eating, my phone buzzed with messages from my Alpha Phi brothers.

Tim: Dixon’s is insane tonight

Caleb: Viv and I are on our way, save us a spot

Connor: Noah, you coming?

Noah: Just stopped in Stamford for gas and food. Still got a little over an hour to go.

Connor: Lily’s here and she’s been asking about you.

Tim: How does Noah get Kappa attention without even being here?

Lily, the Kappa house president, was an old acquaintance. She’d started at Willow the same year I did, and we’d hooked up at one of the first Greek parties. The sex was good, but Lily had a tendency to get too clingy. As soon as I spotted that, I found ways to create distance and played dumb about the advances she still made whenever she could. I wasn’t looking for a girlfriend anytime soon, and definitely not Lily. She just... wasn’t really my type.

Connor: Should I brush off the Kappa?

Noah: Probably best.

Connor: Consider it done.

I’d owe King one. Now he was a good friend, the best I’d made since coming to Willow. I tossed my phone onto the passenger seat, started the truck, and continued the drive to my home away from home.
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CHAPTER 2
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Brooke Eastwood

“SWEETIE, ARE YOU SURE you’re not being... impulsive?” Mom asked as soon as my father parked the car in front of the train station.

I knew the word she actually wanted to use was dramatic. But I took a deep breath and repeated, for the thousandth time, the same excuse.

“I don’t want to be at the same college as my ex-boyfriend. And besides, Willow has one of the best dance programs in the country.” Neither statement was a lie. Willow just hadn’t been my first choice because I’d wanted to go wherever Drew went, and he wanted to follow his parents’ legacy at UPenn. I should have known our high school romance wouldn’t last, but I guess there’s a lot you don’t know when you’re young.

“And Drew is a Calloway,” Mom said. “He could give you a brilliant future, Brooke. If you weren’t so stubborn...”

“We’re not getting back together, Mom. No way.”

“All couples fight, sweetie, but we can’t give up on love at the first sign of trouble,” Dad chimed in.

“You too, Dad?!” I huffed.

When I’d asked them to drive me to the train station, they hadn’t hesitated for a second. But when I told them about the breakup, the silence that followed was so thick it felt like they were the ones with freshly broken hearts. Or maybe they were mourning the lost dream of seeing their daughter become part of Philadelphia high society. They didn’t know the truth behind the split, and maybe that’s why they still clung to the hope that we’d get back together one day.

“You two were perfect together, sweetie,” Mom finally replied.

And we really had been. Drew always said he’d be an NFL athlete and I’d be an NFL cheerleader. Our plans included a big house with a beautiful backyard and a pool for our three kids to enjoy. All in due time, of course.

“I need to catch my train. Thanks so much for the ride, guys,” I said, leaning over from the back seat to give each of them a kiss.

And before they could start talking again and another three-way discussion could begin, I got out of the car with my bags and headed for the platform where my train would depart.

I know the exact moment everything changed in my life.

The girl I saw in the mirror still had long, dark hair, hazel eyes, and full lips that carried a fearless smile, as if nothing could shake her confidence. My body was still the same as always, despite everything. The same curves, the same skin gilded by the summer sun, the same small scars that held old stories. On the outside, nothing had changed. People looked at me and saw the girl who seemed to have it all under control, the girl everyone thought they knew.

But inside, everything was different, disconnected.

My eyes didn’t shine like they used to, my smile was so forced it made my cheeks ache, and my body... I could feel the invisible crack right in the center of my chest, growing slowly and silently. Every day I wondered if this feeling would ever pass, if I would ever feel like my body, my actions, my life belonged to me again. If the girl I was inside would ever realign with the one everyone saw on the outside.

I didn’t hate who I’d become, but I hated pretending nothing had happened. I hated pretending my world hadn’t been completely upended, dislodging everything and awakening feelings in me I didn’t even know existed. I hated pretending I didn’t spend nights awake crying. I hated pretending he didn’t...

“Ladies and gentlemen, final stop: New Haven. Please remember to take all your belongings with you.”

New Haven. This was where my new life would begin again.

For the last few months, I’d tried my hardest to seem like I was fine, like I was living a perfect fairy tale. First, because I’d never liked people seeing me vulnerable. Second, because I didn’t feel comfortable opening up completely to anyone. And the one person who should have understood the pain I was feeling didn’t even seem to care.

It feels like Drew’s life moved on without even pausing, while mine has been frozen since that day. Worse than that: whenever I tried to open up to him, Drew would cut me off, saying I was exaggerating. And that just kept chipping away at my willingness to talk about it with anyone.

What if I really was being pessimistic? What if I was making a mountain out of a molehill? Mom would definitely call me dramatic.

Our apartment started to feel too small. Pennsylvania started to feel too small for the both of us. And little by little, I watched my dream turn into a nightmare. If I didn’t leave that place, I’d go crazy. If I didn’t leave, I might never be who I was again. I needed to find myself, and to do that, I needed to leave behind the place that held everything I most wanted to forget.

I needed to find a way to breathe again.

“Miss, this is the train’s last stop,” a woman repeated the announcement to me, yanking me from my reverie and pulling me back to reality.

“Thank you,” I said.

I grabbed my backpack and suitcase and sighed, feeling the weight of expectation and the unknown. I walked to the taxi stand and got a cab to take me to Willow University.

When the driver parked in front of the brick building that served as a dorm, I felt my heart speed up in a different way. In that instant, I knew I’d made the right decision. A pleasant shiver ran through my body, as if something magical had hit me the moment I arrived. Maybe there was something magical about Willow, and I was hoping for it.

After finding the room where I’d be staying temporarily—I was determined to get into one of the countless sororities famous around here—I went out to walk around campus. I learned the way to the dining hall and to the football field where a group of cheerleaders was practicing. I didn’t waste any time and went over to introduce myself.

“Hi, I’m—”

“Brooke Eastwood?” the girl replied with a mix of admiration and happiness. “Your Nationals choreography totally deserved first place. You’re a legend!”

“Thank you so much! I really did do a good job.” Forced humility was never my style. I knew I was an excellent dancer and was fully aware of my talent.

“Just checking out Willow? Oh, my name’s Amy, by the way. I’m the captain of the Lionesses,” she introduced herself.

“Nice to meet you, Amy. The routine you guys are putting together looks amazing, at least the part I saw.” This time, she was the one who flashed a proud smile. “And no, I’m not just checking out Willow. I actually just transferred from UPenn,” I told her, feeling genuinely excited for the first time in months.

“Brooke, that’s incredible. You’re going to love Willow, it’s the best place in the world. But... what made you leave UPenn? You were having quite a year as cheer captain there. Everyone was talking about the freshman who took the top spot,” she asked, and I understood the curiosity. I really did have a promising future in Philadelphia before everything changed. “Sorry if I’m being too nosy, I just...”

“Don’t worry about it, it’s fine!” I said, forcing that smile that made my cheeks ache. I shoved the real reason that brought me here—the one that widened the emptiness in my chest—into the deepest corner of my mind. “I guess UPenn wasn’t everything I’d hoped for, and Willow was always one of my options. In the end, I had nothing to lose, so here I am. Ready to breathe some new air in Connecticut,” I said, trying to sound fun, excited, like the Brooke everyone knew and loved.

Even if I was still playing the part of the strong girl, just being in a place where no one knew who I was already made me feel closer to myself. As if the real version of who I’d been was still there, hidden, waiting to resurface. In time, I’d be strong for real again, right? I had to be.

“And you’re going to keep cheering?” she asked, a spark of excitement in her eyes.

“Absolutely!” I answered without hesitation. “Dancing is what gives my life meaning. Changing colleges doesn’t change that. My love for dance is the only thing that remains unshaken. When are you holding tryouts?”

“Eastwood, don’t even think about it!” she scolded me, as if my idea were too absurd to consider. “You don’t need to go through any tryouts to be a Lioness. In fact, I was prepared to beg you to join our team if you said you didn’t want to cheer anymore. Having you on our squad would be an honor. I just need you to say yes.”

A mix of excitement and happiness rushed through my veins. This was a good sign, it had to be.

“I’d love to be part of the Lionesses, Amy,” I confessed.

“That’s exactly what I wanted to hear!” she said, clapping her hands and doing little excited jumps. “I just need to officially tell the rest of the team and get their approval, but it’s just a formality. I know my girls well, and I’m sure they’ll all be thrilled with the news. Give me your phone, let’s swap numbers so we can sort out all the details.”

I handed my phone to Amy and took hers in return. We saved each other’s contacts and said goodbye with a hug. In that moment, I felt one of the loose pieces inside me click into place. The next step was getting into a sorority. And who knows, by the end of the year, with a bit of luck, all the pieces would be in place and the past would be nothing more than a memory that didn’t hurt so much anymore.
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A WEEK AGO, I’D ARRIVED at Willow with a few suitcases and the dream of starting over, of rediscovering myself. How could I go back to being who I was without it feeling like a burden that grew heavier every day? How could I go back to being who I was without erasing what had happened in the last few months?

Why did I always know how to comfort other people’s tears, but never my own?

What I wanted most was to be that Brooke everyone knew again: popular, charismatic, the queen bee who could dominate any room with a smile. But to do that, I needed to shed at least some of the hurt and guilt I carried in my chest. The problem was, it was so hard to put what I felt into words that pretending nothing had happened seemed like the best option. As the saying goes: sometimes you have to fake it till you make it.

Over the last few days, I’d had the chance to explore every corner of Willow, and this place seemed more and more magical, especially when twilight painted the sky with warm shades of orange and gold and the late summer breeze carried the scent of flowers. I was loving living here, and I was sure I’d love it even more when I officially became a Kappa Sigma Nu.

After researching all of Willow’s sororities, I decided I wanted to become a Kappa. And I was sure it was the right place for me the day they held a brunch for potential new members. The mansion was incredible, the rooms were spacious, and to top it all off, one of the dancers I admired most in the world had been a Kappa sister years ago.

The girls seemed welcoming, at least most of them. In my first few minutes inside the Kappa mansion, I ended up in an unexpected argument with another potential new member. In my defense, the redhead was being a total bitch to Summer, a freshman I’d just met at the brunch. I hadn’t intended to get involved, but it was like something stronger than me took over. Before I knew it, my sharp words had already put the redhead in her place. I was never the type to swallow disrespect... at least, not most of the time.

The upside of this impulsive act? Summer and I grew closer. I’d always heard about love at first sight, but I’d never thought friendship at first sight could exist too. The moment I spotted the girl from California, even from a distance, a voice inside me whispered that I should get to know her. The same voice that, insistently, kept nudging me until I defended her from the other freshman. Both the old Brooke and the new one had this in common: they turned into a lioness to protect the people they loved. Or to confront the ones they hated.

We spent the rest of the brunch together, and the more I got to know Summer, the more I wanted to be her friend. Maybe my sixth sense for choosing friends was much better than my sense for choosing guys. I was sure we’d both get into Kappa Sigma Nu, so I wasn’t surprised when my phone buzzed and the following message lit up the screen:

Hello, almost-future Kappa!

You are still in our selection of new sisters, and as part of our recruitment, we’d like to invite you to a welcome party in collaboration with the Alpha Phi fraternity in three days.

We’re having a 2000s-themed party and we hope to see you there. Grab your mp3 player, a digital camera, and leave lots of comments on MySpace (Just kidding, of course! By the way, does MySpace even still exist?).

Choose a costume and meet us at the address and date below at 8 PM.

I immediately sent a message to my new friend, California, saying we were going to slay at the party. Then, I started looking for outfit inspiration. It didn’t take long to find the perfect one: Regina George. She’d always been one of my favorite movie characters. The high school queen bee who seemed capable of dominating anyone with just a look.

It wasn’t hard to find the perfect clothes to dress as Regina.

On the day of the party, I wore a pink plaid miniskirt and a white top, which I cut to turn into a crop top with the words a little bit dramatic. To complete the look, I straightened my hair completely, put on my favorite red lipstick, and planned to do a winged eyeliner... but I was terrible at it. I didn’t want to risk ruining my perfect makeup, so I went looking for my new friend in the hope that she had a talent for eyeliner.

I knocked on the door of her dorm room and waited for her to open it. Summer, dressed as Elle Woods from Legally Blonde, appeared in my field of vision within seconds. I’d already noticed the girl wore a lot of clothes covering her body, even on the hottest days. I didn’t know if she wanted to hide something on her body, maybe a tattoo she regretted, or, I don’t know, maybe she dressed like that for religious reasons... As curious as I was to know the real reason, I decided I’d wait for her to open up about it.

“We have a major emergency,” Summer’s eyes widened when she heard me say it. “How good are you at doing eyeliner?”

“Jesus, Brooke, are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

Maybe I really was a little bit dramatic.

“Bad eyeliner can ruin a whole look, California. It’s a valid emergency.”

Fortunately for me, Summer knew how to use eyeliner like a pro. We chatted a bit as she put the finishing touches on my makeup, and I approved the result when I saw it in the mirror. As a thank you for the favor—not that she’d asked for anything—I wanted to lend California a necklace I’d brought with me from Philadelphia, one that would go perfectly with her outfit. When we were both ready, we headed over to the Alpha Phi mansion together.

The moment we crossed the threshold into our fraternity brothers’ house, every head turned our way. I won’t lie, all that attention gave me a rush of pleasure and power. And there was something even better about it: they had no idea what was hidden beneath my polished surface. And I loved that feeling. They saw exactly what I wanted them to see, and nothing more.

Lily, the Kappa president, greeted us as soon as we arrived at the party. For some reason, something inside me seemed to twist whenever I was in her presence. As if my body didn’t trust her a hundred percent. I tried to push those thoughts aside, deciding to worry about it only if I had to.

I walked over to the makeshift bar to get drinks for Summer and myself. On the short trip there, I couldn’t help but exchange glances with a few of the guys standing around. It was a game I knew well, a silent dance of smiles and looks that always made me feel alive. But this time, there was something different... a hesitation, a stab of uncertainty. Maybe it was just that I’d been off the market too long, out of practice with the single life. Maybe I just needed to relearn how to enjoy this freedom.

“Your Dr. Pepper, California. A toast to our first college party!” I said to my friend, handing her the drink.

Taking Summer by the hand, I guided us both to the center of the dance floor. The unmistakable beat of Britney Spears’s “Toxic” filled the air, and within seconds we let ourselves go. Our bodies moved in perfect sync, as if we were in our own little bubble, isolated from the rest of the world.

“I really want that guy I saw dressed as...” I started to say to my friend as we were chatting about the cute guys at the party, but my sentence was cut off by some idiot dressed as Jack Sparrow, who bumped into me and nearly spilled his drink all over my outfit. “Watch it, you idiot. Look where you’re going.”

The place was crowded, but not so crowded that he needed to plow into me like that.

“Sorry, I...” Three words. Three words were all it took for me to recognize who he was, even behind the wig imitating Jack Sparrow’s hair. “Brooke?”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” I rolled my eyes hard, making no attempt to hide the look of utter disgust that took over my face. “Of course the idiot had to be you, Pearson.”

Noah Pearson was my nemesis. The months away from him had given me a false sense of peace, letting me almost forget how he could get under my skin. But now, with him standing right in front of me, all the bad feelings exploded like fireworks. The worst part was that the mere sight of Noah brought with it the memory of Drew, the guy I hated more than anything right now.

All through high school, we were forced to coexist, which was unbearable enough. First, because he was one of Drew’s best friends, which made him a constant, irritating presence. Second, because I was a cheerleader for the team where he believed he shone as quarterback. The idiot complained to Drew, more than once, about how terrible he thought I was as a cheer captain. His words, delivered with that smug smile of his, were one of the main things that fueled my hatred.

“What are you doing here?” the idiot asked.

“None of your business.” The less I talked to him, the better. I didn’t want to give him any chance to report anything about my life back to Drew.

“This is my house, Brooke. And you’re here, so of course it’s my business.”

“You’re an Alpha Phi? Wow, I thought they were more selective.”

I confess I felt immense relief when high school ended and I realized we wouldn’t be bumping into each other in the school hallways every day. But nothing prepared me for how easy it would be to run into him here. For God’s sake, this campus is huge! Why couldn’t he just be in some other Greek house, far enough away for me to pretend he didn’t exist?

“And I thought you were living your fairy tale in Pennsylvania,” he shot back, the mocking notes in his voice unmistakable.

Noah’s words hit me square in the chest, cutting deeper than I thought possible and exposing that raw, open wound. Maybe he had no idea how much hearing that destroyed me. But it hardly mattered now. Anger had already mixed with frustration, consuming me completely. With trembling hands driven by pure impulse, I shoved Noah’s chest, trying to push him away, to push away the pain he was causing. But he barely budged.

“Shut up, Noah. Shut the fuck up! You don’t know anything about my life, you asshole.” I made no attempt to contain the fury pulsing inside me.

Fuck it if he told his little buddy about this. I just wanted to take it out on something, I just needed to unleash everything inside me on someone.

“I know you and Drew broke up. I just didn’t know I’d have to pay the price for that decision by putting up with you here, transferring to my university.”

His words were like a direct punch. I wanted to scream that he had no idea what had happened, that he couldn’t possibly understand the chaos that led to the end of that relationship. But all I could do was stare him down, keeping my expression firm while my mind raced, searching for a response sharp enough to cut him right back.

“Now you can finally have your little buddy all to yourself, Pearson. Isn’t that what you always wanted? You two deserve each other.”

Noah frowned, as if I’d offended him.

“And you can finally do what you love most now that you’re single: hit on every athlete at Willow. As long as the athlete in question isn’t me,” he said, a strange expression taking over his face.

Why did he think I wanted to hit on anyone?

And why did it matter?

“First, you have no right to intrude on my love life.” Noah opened his mouth to retort, but I cut him off. “And second, I would never hit on you. Not if you were the last man on this goddamn planet. One kiss was enough to make it crystal clear that you and I will never, ever, under any circumstances, happen. Forget me, Pearson. Pretend I don’t exist, because that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

“You goddamn...” he started to mutter, but I didn’t wait for a reply. I spun on my heel and walked away, determined to leave that moment—and, with any luck, all the memories he kept dragging up—behind.
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CHAPTER 3
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Brooke Eastwood

Past

“YOU GUYS WERE AMAZING today, girls. See you at practice tomorrow,” Lauren, the captain of the Liberty High School cheer squad, said, wrapping up another day of training.

I was a junior at LHS. I’d only been studying there a few months, but I already felt at home. More than that: everything was going so well in this new chapter of my life that Lauren had already told everyone I’d be taking her place as captain of the Liberty Flames when she graduated at the end of the school year.

When my dad announced we were moving to Philadelphia, I had two options: be completely pissed about having to leave my perfect life in Pittsburgh behind, or take the opportunity to embrace the new and make my life even better. I chose the second option.

I’d always been an outgoing, talkative girl, and above all, one who didn’t mind being the center of attention. Making friends easily was one of my talents, so being the new kid at school didn’t scare me one bit. Even if everyone there had basically known each other their whole lives. Besides, our new house was a little bigger than the old one, which meant I got a bathroom all to myself.

“See you tomorrow, girls!” I said goodbye to the team after grabbing my stuff from the locker room and headed out to the school parking lot where Drew was waiting for me.

I’d kissed plenty of guys before, but Drew was my first real boyfriend. He was one of the first people I met after moving to Philly, and it didn’t take him long to make a move. I played hard to get for a grand total of five minutes before I kissed him for the first time.

When I told my friends back in Pittsburgh I was seeing someone, they said I was crazy. “You just got to town, B, you shouldn’t tie yourself down to the first guy you kiss,” they said. In my defense, he wasn’t the first. But he was cute, funny, and, as if that wasn’t enough, he played for the Liberty Thunder, our school’s football team.

A cheerleader and an athlete. We were the perfect couple.

I’d never felt for anyone what I felt for Drew; it was intense and amazing. My friends say I’m confusing passion with love, but... I really believed we could be that kind of couple who meets in high school and stays together for the rest of their lives.

“Have I told you how hot you look in that uniform?” Drew said as soon as I walked up to him. He and Noah, his best friend, were leaning against my boyfriend’s car talking, still wearing their football gear.

“I know how much you like it, that’s why I didn’t change,” I said.

“Come here.” Drew, ignoring the presence of his best friend and every other student walking by, pulled me in by the waist and pressed his mouth to mine in a kiss. His hand roamed over my body without a shred of shame, like he wanted to show everyone we belonged to each other.

Noah forced a cough at the exact moment Drew grabbed my ass, ruining our moment.

“Guess I’ll head out. See you guys tomorrow,” he said, suddenly seeming more closed off than usual.

“You don’t want a ride?” Drew asked.

Noah and I weren’t exactly friends, but he was my boyfriend’s best friend and I made an effort to be, at the very least, polite.

“I don’t want to get in your way. And I need to stop by the sports store before I head home. I’ll walk.” He left so fast there was no time to say anything else.

“I’m free this afternoon, how about you?” I asked.

“I’ve got a lit paper to do, but...” A mischievous smile escaped him, the kind that made my heart race in all the wrong ways. “It’s a partner project. Noah can handle it for us while we enjoy the heated pool at my place. What do you say?”

“I bought a new bikini last week and I’m dying to try it on,” I replied.

Drew opened the car door for me and drove to my house. My parents were at work, so I went straight to my room to change, and we headed right over to Drew’s place.

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Pearson,” I greeted Noah’s mother, who had been cooking for Drew’s family for years.

“Hello, dear.” She gave me a kind smile. “Are you hungry? Would you like a little snack?”

“I’m okay,” I replied.

“I’ll take one of those peanut butter sandwiches only you know how to make, Mrs. Pearson. We’re headed to the heated pool. Can you bring it to me?” my boyfriend asked.

“Of course, Drew,” she said.

“Thank you, Mrs. Pearson,” I said as Drew hurried out of the room toward the pool.

“You’re welcome. And you can call me Viola.”

I nodded in response, even though I knew I’d never have the guts to call her that. It seemed... weird, too intimate.

The heated pool was inside the west wing of the mansion, surrounded by floor-to-ceiling glass walls that offered a panoramic view of the garden and the tall trees. Strategically placed pots of tropical plants brought a touch of freshness to the place, while a modern fireplace on the opposite wall cast a soft flame, keeping the space cozy even when the temperature outside plummeted.

The clothes Drew had been wearing were already tossed in a corner of the room and my boyfriend was in the water. He was swimming on his back, droplets running down his bare chest as he laughed carelessly, as if nothing in the world could touch him.

“You just gonna stand there and stare, hot stuff?” he teased.

I wasn’t going to let that cheap provocation slide. With calculated movements, I slowly took off each piece of my clothing until I was wearing only the bikini. Drew’s gaze seemed to devour every inch of my body, and I loved the feeling.

I dove into the pool all at once, feeling the warm water embrace every one of my muscles, sore from the intense training we’d been doing the last few days. A big game was coming up, and the cheerleaders had to train as hard as the players because it was our energy that gave them the strength to win.

“I love this hot pool right after practice. It’s the best thing for relaxing,” I said.

“I know a few fun ways to relax,” Drew swam over to where I was and I wrapped my legs around him, pulling our bodies close.

We’d been enjoying the pool for a good while when the door to the room opened and Noah appeared.

“I’ve been waiting for you for fifteen minutes to work on the paper, Drew,” Noah said.

“Oh, sorry, man. I forgot to text you.”

My boyfriend got out of the pool and walked over to Noah, who wore a sour expression. The two of them talked in low voices, preventing me from hearing the conversation. Noah rolled his eyes a few times and then shot an irritated look in my direction, which I returned with equal intensity, even though I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve it. Something between us just... didn’t seem to click. Finally, the quarterback nodded his head in agreement to something Drew had said and left.

“I thought you’d told him about the paper,” I said to Drew when he came back to the pool.

“I was gonna text him while you were at your house changing, but I forgot,” he told me with a look of regret.

“He’s pissed, isn’t he?” And, as much as I hated to admit it, Noah was right. In his place, I would be too.

“I’ll make it up to him later, don’t worry about it.”

“I just don’t want to cause a fight between you guys,” I said.

“You won’t, baby,” he assured me. “Noah’s been stressed lately, I don’t know why. He’s even been saying some things that...” He hesitated for a moment. “You know what? Better to just drop it.”

Drew got weird all of a sudden, and that set off an alarm in my head.

“What has he been saying, Drew?” I asked.

“Ah, just stupid stuff. Noah thinks he knows everything, but it’s not like that.”

“Drew? What did he say?” I insisted.

My boyfriend opened and closed his mouth a few times, as if he were fighting an internal battle over whether to tell me or not.

“I didn’t want to tell you anything, baby, because Noah probably just said it offhand... But I can’t lie to you. The guys were talking in the locker room about the cheer squad, and I walked in right as I heard Pearson say you’re a mediocre cheerleader,” his voice carried a lightness that didn’t match the sharp words. “He said that, most of the time, you hold the team back more than you help.”

A flame of anger burned under my skin. I clenched my hands so tightly my knuckles turned white. I could take criticism, but Noah wasn’t criticizing me to help me improve. He was bad-mouthing my work just for the sake of bad-mouthing. I knew that because dancing was, without a doubt, what I did best. It’s where I put all my passion, my dedication, and countless hours of training. I’m an exemplary dancer, the kind who learns choreography fast and never misses a step. That’s exactly why Lauren chose me as her successor.

“Mediocre?” I repeated, tasting the bitter word. “Since when does Pearson know anything about dance? He should keep his nose out of what he doesn’t understand.”

“Hey...” My boyfriend approached me cautiously. “You know I don’t think like him, right? Noah said all that stuff just to get attention from the guys, he just wants to stir up drama.”

“And you didn’t defend me?” I asked, this time feeling my focus of irritation shift to my boyfriend.

“Like I said, I caught the conversation halfway through. When I asked who he was talking about, he said it was someone else, but I heard him say your last name. I was gonna confront him, but the coach was there and it would’ve caused a huge scene that could’ve gotten us both benched for the next games.” His eyes were full of guilt, and I felt guilty for pushing him so hard. “I’m sorry, baby. You know how important these games are, the college scouts and everything...”

“Yeah, I know...” I said, trying to box up the anger. “I know you would have defended me under other circumstances.”

Noah might be the quarterback of the football team, the guy everyone wanted to impress, but that didn’t give him the right to belittle my effort. Not after whole weeks of rehearsals, my hands covered in calluses and my voice hoarse from repeating the chants.

“After the next game is over, I’ll talk to him, okay? He needs to stop talking shit about my girl,” he promised.

“I don’t want to put you in a bad spot with the team, Drew. And I definitely don’t want to ruin your future.”

“Our future, baby. We’re both gonna be stars in the NFL. Me playing, and you being the hottest dancer in the league.”

Yeah, he was right. I couldn’t ruin our future because of an idiot like Noah. It was better to just ignore his existence as much as possible. At least until my anger died down.
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CHAPTER 4
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Noah Pearson

I MISSED PRACTICE. Hell, I even missed Coach Morgan and his usual brand of humor that could make a Wall Street suit seem fun. Being back on the field finally made me feel a step closer to my goals. And I knew that every year with the Willow Lions brought more eyes on me.

The field grass was perfect, fresh-cut, smelling like the start of the season. Not that I had time to enjoy the scent for long. Coach Morgan was already barking orders, his voice echoing across the field like thunder. Every word of his seemed to carry the weight of a truck, but of course, he was the type who loved to sermonize about discipline and grit, as if the chances of winning the season were decided right there and then, on the first practice. I respected the guy because I was a little like that too. But that didn’t mean I liked the way he talked in my ear, as if I were some clueless rookie recruit.

“Pick up the pace, Pearson, my grandma’s faster than you and she only does Pilates!” he shouted, annoyed with my measured jog around the corners of the field.

The whole team was together, running in focused formation, but I noticed some looks from the other players, from the rookies especially. At Willow Lions practices, nobody was just a name. Every guy there knew my name, my number, and everything expected of me.

I felt sweat break out on my skin as I quickened my pace, but it only fired me up more. This pressure, this energy was what got me out of bed every damn day, breaking my own records for speed and strength. I didn’t have another option. Football was all I’d ever known how to do.

The coach blew his whistle and the veterans ran to their positions as if it were the final minutes of a tight game. The rookies exchanged uncertain glances but soon caught the rhythm. The sun beat down on our backs, the heat soaking through our jerseys, but Morgan allowed no room for weakness. With every play, I knew everyone there felt the weight of the season, the first practice making it clear that nobody could afford to slip up.

The field became controlled chaos. Lines running drills, rookies trying not to trip over their own feet, and the veterans executing each exercise like machines. Morgan didn’t take his eyes off anyone, his stopwatch in one hand and his clipboard in the other, his gaze sharp as a knife.

“This is football, not a fashion show,” he yelled, adjusting his cap as he watched one of the linebackers stumble. The veterans were long past being bothered by Morgan’s taunts, but for the rookies, it was an ego blow with every correction.

I let out a laugh and raised my head, making a hand gesture to get the coach’s attention.

“Take it easy, Coach, it’s the first day.” I knew my comment would make him scowl even harder, turning his naturally sour expression into... well, even sourer.

He crossed his arms, tucking the clipboard under one.

“If it’s the first day, it means you weaklings are more than rested,” he shot back. “You wanna lose to the Brown bums? Or worse... to the Quackers?” The coach made a face.

“No, Coach!” we answered almost in unison.

“Then keep running.”

The blocking drills were the first thing we worked on. The guys had to line up and drive their opponent back, their strength tested against teammates who, in a short time, would be beside them in games. Every collision, every block, made the field almost vibrate under my feet.

The coach released me to work on some passes, since I was the starting quarterback. My job was to call the plays, read the opposing defense, adjust the formation when necessary. Everyone depended on me to decide if the pass would be quick or if someone would try to bust through the middle of the defense. It wasn’t just about throwing the ball and hitting the target; it was about seeing the game before it even happened, understanding where each player would be, anticipating every move.

I’d always wanted to be a quarterback and I was damn good at it. But I also knew the responsibility I carried on my shoulders. Basically, every loss and every win depended directly on me.

“Faster!” The coach’s voice sounded distant, almost swallowed by the sounds of practice, but I knew he was talking more to me than to the others. It didn’t matter that last season I’d taken our team to the playoffs even as a rookie; the coach always managed to push me out of my comfort zone. Deep down, he knew I wanted it.

After what felt like days, Coach Morgan announced the final drill: a series of sprints from one end of the field to the other. We were all exhausted, but as long as my legs worked, I’d keep running. Every step was one closer to my goal. Literally.

Finally, Morgan blew the whistle, signaling the end. Some of my teammates collapsed on the grass, gasping, while I, Caleb, and a few others remained standing, breathing deep and waiting for the next command.

He walked to the center of the field, his face devoid of any softness, but his eyes alert.

“Gather up,” he called, gesturing with his hands for us to hurry. His mouth twisted in disapproval when some of us complained of body aches on the way over.

We gathered around him in a circle. He looked at us with a half-smile, a rare sight; I could almost see a spark of approval.

“First practice of the season,” he began, his voice resonating among us. “For some of you, this is just another year, just another step in the right direction. For others, it’s your first time here.” He stared at a small group of about six rookies. I recognized a few of them from the party we threw at Alpha Phi. “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: Willow Lions isn’t for everyone. Here, you won’t just play football. You’ll learn to fall, to get back up, and to come back stronger. If you think the pressure is intense now, wait until we’re in a real game.”

An important thing about Coach Morgan is that, despite being a grouch, he also liked to be a sort of demotivational coach. I almost always had to fight the urge to laugh when he launched into these speeches meant to make the weak quit.

“Hayes, Caldwell, Blackwood, Mitchell, Freeman, and Carter, these will be your teammates for the next few years, provided you make it through the selection process in the coming weeks. Pearson is your captain, and in my absence, it’s him you answer to.” The coach let his gaze sweep over each of us, studying our expressions. I puffed out my chest and gave a silent nod of acknowledgment to the rookies. “Tomorrow, eight a.m. sharp, I want everyone here. Don’t make me come fetch you from the dorms. Noah,” he called me, jerking his head for me to follow him.

Coach Morgan was a good eight inches shorter than me, which wasn’t hard considering I’m six-three, but even with his lack of height he managed to intimidate most of my teammates.

“It’s an important season, Noah,” he said, lowering his voice so only I could hear.

“I know that, Coach,” I confirmed, nodding and taking out my mouthguard so he could understand me better.

“For most of my players, I wouldn’t say what I’m about to tell you...” His eyes lifted to meet mine. “Athletes are arrogant by nature, and information is often power,” he huffed. I didn’t understand where this was going.

“I’m not sure I’m following, Coach,” I admitted.

“It’s early, but...” He looked up, touching my arm. “You’re being talked about as the first overall draft pick next year, son.”

I was still in my second year of college and knew draft eligibility only came after my junior year, if I declared. But the first overall pick... Hell. That was more than I’d dreamed of my whole life.

His words hit me like a punch to the gut. Not painful, but impactful. First overall draft pick? It was the kind of news any player would kill to hear, the kind of thing that transformed careers and changed lives forever. For a second, the world seemed to stop. The field, my teammates laughing and taking off their helmets, the muffled sound of cleats crushing the grass... Everything faded into the background. Only the coach’s words and their absurd weight in my head existed.

I’d been fighting and working for this for so long I didn’t know what to say.

“Is that real?” I blurted out before I could stop myself. It was a stupid question, but my brain seemed stuck between ecstasy and panic.

Coach Morgan looked at me, his face serious, but his eyes held something that looked like... pride?

“It’s early, like I said. But there are already scouts watching you, Noah. A talent like yours makes noise. Big noise,” he emphasized, leaning closer and lowering his voice further. “And it’s not just the draft. I wouldn’t be surprised if, before this year is out, you sign your first major endorsement deal. But you didn’t hear that from me.”

Hell.

This was more than I’d dreamed of since I first stepped onto this field. More than I imagined possible at my age. First overall pick and an endorsement before I even graduated? The combination was so insane it tied my stomach in a knot. I was a sophomore. I still had at least one full season before I could even declare for the draft. But Morgan wasn’t the type to say things like that lightly. He knew the weight of words, knew the impact they had.

Signing an endorsement meant securing stability for my parents until I signed my player contract.

“Thank you, Coach,” I said. My voice came out low, almost a whisper. “I’ll make it count. I’ll get us the title.”

He squeezed my shoulder in response, firmly.

“Use it as fuel, not as a weight. The field is where you make things happen, Noah. I only told you because I know you. I know you won’t get lost in the fame before it even arrives.”

I nodded slowly, trying to process. It was a lot to digest, but he was right. Pressure had always been part of the package, since high school, since my first touchdown on the junior varsity team. But this... This was different. It was bigger. More terrifying. It was everything I’d ever wanted.

“I won’t let you down,” I promised, my voice coming out steady and confident.

I knew about my talent in football. I knew I was different from the first time I stepped on a field. I would be champion this year, and not just for myself. I looked at my teammates a few yards away. Many of them wouldn’t be first-round draft picks. But if we were champions...

The coach nodded, satisfied, and gave my shoulder a pat before turning away.

“Good. Because I’m going to push you like never before.” He paused for a moment, glancing at me before continuing. “Now get out of here. Tomorrow, eight a.m. And don’t show up looking like you haven’t slept.”

He walked off, leaving me standing there, alone, in the middle of a field that had always been my safe place but now seemed even bigger.

I took off my helmet, feeling sweat trickle down my temples, and stared at the horizon. For the first time in my life, the future seemed closer than ever. It was all or nothing. And, hell, I knew there was no room for error.
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“HEY,” CALEB CALLED out as I left the locker room. It was past six in the evening, but the sun was still shining in the sky. “Let’s go to Dixon’s for something to eat.”

“No alcohol involved?” I questioned, smiling sideways.

The linebacker frowned, rolling his eyes with his usual bored expression.

“You’re talking to the wrong guy, Captain,” he complained. “I don’t drink.”

Generally, I had a pretty strict rule of zero alcohol during the entire football season and tried to influence my teammates, even though I knew it was practically impossible to get a bunch of college kids to stay sober for months on end.

Unlike me, many of them had no intention of pursuing a sports career, which already brought a different weight to how we viewed the game.

“Jesse and the other rookie, Travis, already went ahead.”

“We can take my truck,” I offered. Caleb nodded and followed me to the Willow parking lot.

The most famous bar for the college crowd in New Haven was packed, even on a weekday. Luckily, the Alpha Phi members had a reserved table in one of the best spots in the place.

I never imagined being part of a fraternity when I arrived at Willow. Hell, just supporting myself comfortably here had cost me several thousand dollars, money I’d saved from every summer I’d worked since I was a teenager. There was no chance I could also pay for the Greek life experience. But then, in my first month training with the Lions, I became the starting quarterback. Alpha Phi took pride in being the fraternity every Willow quarterback had passed through, and they weren’t about to let it be different with me.

Back then, King wasn’t even president yet and had just transferred in, but he insisted we should both join. It wasn’t long before I was not only immediately chosen but also given an honor that gave me a significant discount on Alpha Phi dues. My parents had insisted they wanted to pay, even though I refused plenty. At least until Viola Pearson resorted to emotional blackmail. “It’s the last time we can help you with something like this, honey. After this, you’ll be famous and everything will be different,” is what she told me.

“Is it always like this here?” Travis Carter, the rookie trying out for the team, asked, his eyes slightly wide as he took in the surroundings.

“It’s worse, usually,” I laughed, taking a bite of a chicken wing. “It’s empty by normal standards today.”

“Empty?” he asked, alarmed. I let out a laugh and nodded.

“Welcome to Willow,” Caleb said. “By the way... Where are you from, Travis?”

“Born in Memphis, but lived in Nashville my whole life,” the rookie answered, taking a sip of his 7Up.

Travis had also rushed Alpha Phi, and although we hadn’t officially decided on the new members yet, we knew he’d be in.

“A country boy,” Caleb commented.

“What about you guys?” Travis volleyed back.

“Pennsylvania,” I said.

“North Carolina,” the linebacker said. “And Jesse is from... Speaking of him, where’d he go?”

I looked around, searching for my teammate who had slipped off to the bathroom shortly after we arrived. My eyes scanned the noisy, crowded bar that always seemed too small for the number of people. Dixon’s was like that, suffocating and vibrant at the same time, and it never emptied, even on a weeknight. That’s when I spotted Jesse, but he wasn’t alone.

He was leaning against the bar, an easy smile on his lips as he talked to someone. I craned my neck to see the small silhouette of the person in front of him. A girl. Dark hair fell in loose waves over her shoulders. I was about to ignore my teammate and go back to eating a chicken wing when the girl’s face tilted to the side and I recognized who it was. That goddamn bitch Brooke Eastwood.

Fuck, why did that wretched girl always have to be in the same places as me? Why did she have to transfer to my university, of all places? When I left Pennsylvania behind, I wanted to get away from Drew and everything he and that bitch represented, but fate didn’t seem to be on my side.

My jaw tightened before I could stop it. Jesse was still there, leaning toward her, flashing a smile any idiot knew was for flirting. Brooke laughed at something he said, throwing her head back as if he were the funniest person on the planet. The sight was irritating. Ridiculous, even. Jesse didn’t know who he was dealing with.

She was the kind of person who made a point of standing out, of being noticed, as if the world needed to constantly revolve around her. Manipulative, mouthy, annoying. Brooke Eastwood had a gift for getting under my skin like no one else could. And the last thing Jesse needed was someone like that in his life. And fuck, if anyone knew that, it was me.

I looked away, turning my attention back to the conversation at the table. But something in me seemed to want to keep watching, as if there was something more to be understood in that scene. An uneasy feeling, like a low buzz, irritated me more than it should have.

I tried to focus on anything else for what felt like hours, but it was probably no more than five seconds. I dragged the heavy wooden chair back and Travis flinched beside me.

“Be right back,” I said, not hearing the question Caleb was asking.

I dodged a few people on my way to where Jesse and Brooke were talking. He noticed me first, looking confused when I stood there with my arms crossed behind Brooke and jerked my head for him to get out of there. Fuck, had Jesse gone stupid?

“Get lost, Jesse.”

“What?” he asked, clearly not understanding what I was doing. I frowned, staring at him the same way I did when I was giving orders as captain.

“What the hell do you want, Pearson?” Brooke butted in, but I ignored her. I kept my eyes on Jesse, making it clear he was to leave.

Jesse gave a brief nod and muttered something that sounded like an apology or an excuse. I didn’t give a damn. Brooke turned toward me, completely furious, those deceitful green eyes could have killed me if they had the power. But they didn’t. And as far as I was concerned, Brooke Eastwood could go fuck herself.

“Have you lost your mind?” she snapped, putting her hands on her hips as if I could be scared of a girl who was barely five-foot-five.

“Stay away from my team, Eastwood,” I warned through gritted teeth.

“Fuck you, Noah,” she swore. “You know what? I thought Willow was more selective about who they let in. But apparently, they’ll admit anyone.”

Her words hit me like a punch to the gut, but I kept my face impassive. Brooke had this special talent for knowing exactly where to aim to hurt. And of course, she couldn’t resist the chance to jab. Anyone. That’s what I was to her. What I’d always been.

My vision blurred for a second, as if everything around me had disappeared except for her and the weight of the insult still hanging in the air. It was a generic dig, but deep down, I knew what she was implying. It wasn’t just about Willow being selective. It was about me. About the fact that I didn’t have her and Drew’s pedigree, that I didn’t come from a family of lawyers or doctors or politicians. About being the son of the cook and the driver she’d said more than once she was disgusted to be near.

I hated her.

My jaw ached from how hard I was clenching it, but I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of seeing she’d gotten to me. Inside, the anger burned, thick and hot, a mix of humiliation and hatred only Brooke could provoke. It was always like this with her.

I took a deep breath and lowered my face, leaning closer to hers to say words only this bitch could make me say.

“You know what?” I repeated, the same way she’d said it. “You’d better enjoy college, Brooke. It’s the last time in your life you’ll have anything. When you leave here, your popularity and everything you’ve ever considered important ends. And then what’s left? You won’t have a goddamn thing.”

The words escaped before I could hold them back. The anger bubbling inside me found an outlet, and for the first time, I was the one who hit Brooke where it hurt. Or at least that’s what I thought. For a second, her hazel eyes, always so fierce, wavered. It was brief, almost imperceptible, but I saw it. The way her chin trembled slightly before she pressed her lips together. The way her shoulders dropped for a millisecond, as if the weight of my words was heavier than she’d expected to carry.

And then, as if someone had flipped a switch, everything changed. Brooke straightened her posture, lifting her chin defiantly, and her eyes burned again, only this time there was something more there. Something that wasn’t pure anger, but a mix of hurt and something I couldn’t quite identify. Maybe vulnerability, but if it was, she hid it fast.

“I don’t recall asking for your opinion on me or my life,” she shot back, her voice dripping with sarcasm and that brash tone she used as a shield. “So, get out of my face and leave me alone, because I don’t know what the hell your problem is.”

“You’re my fucking problem, Eastwood.” I felt the blood boiling in my veins. I always felt like this around that bitch. “You had every college in the country to transfer to and you came to mine,” I emphasized. “You have every bar in New Haven to go to and you come to mine. You have every sorry bastard at Willow to throw yourself at and you go after one of my players,” I fumed. She narrowed her eyes, her pupils dilating with fury. “The best thing you can do for everyone is go back to Philly and live your happily ever after as the future Mrs. Drew Calloway.”

“Or what?” she provoked, taking a step forward. The bitch didn’t even seem to care about our nearly foot difference in height.

“Or I’ll make your days here a living hell.”

She let out a sharp, mocking laugh.

“Believe me, Pearson, I’ve been in hell so long I’m used to it.” I had no idea what she was talking about and couldn’t care less. “Do your worst to ruin me, I doubt you can.”

And without letting me get a reply in, Brooke Eastwood walked out of Dixon’s as if she owned the place. Son of a bitch.

I slumped onto the bar, feeling my whole body seethe with unrestrained hatred. What kind of crime had I committed in past lives to be punished with her fucking existence?

“You want anything, Noah?” Yeah, for Eastwood to explode into a thousand pieces. But I couldn’t say that to the bartender.

So I did the only thing I could do in that situation.

“I’ll have a beer.”

​
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CHAPTER 5
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Brooke Eastwood

EVEN THOUGH I WAS PART of a sorority at UPenn, I didn’t live in the same house as my Greek sisters. Since I was at the same university as Drew, it seemed more advantageous to share the luxurious apartment his parents paid for. I wasn’t entirely comfortable with Mr. and Mrs. Calloway footing the bill, but at the same time, I didn’t want to be away from my boyfriend. Still, I was super involved in everything my sorority did, I just didn’t have a room there.

But this time, I was doing things differently. I was going to have the full Kappa Sigma Nu experience, and that included sharing a room in the Greek house with two other Kappas: Summer and Maddie. We hadn’t been living together long, but our connection was so instant it felt like I’d known them my whole life.

Summer was the more discreet one, kind of reserved. My California friend had a carefully constructed barrier against the world. I could tell she’d been hurt before and had become more cautious as a result. While I wore a mask to keep people from seeing how broken I was, Sum seemed to have chosen to retreat completely inside herself. But now, she seemed willing to step out of her cage, and I’d be right there for whatever she needed. Summer didn’t open up easily, preferring to observe before trusting, but once you earned her confidence, you discovered a loyalty and a heart that few people truly possess.

Maddie was a determined girl. The Alabama girl arrived at college ready to wring every drop of experience Willow had to offer: from classes with renowned professors, to parties that bled into the night, to friendships. Maddie lived with intensity, but even the most vibrant people need moments to pause. Every now and then, Mads would retreat and dive into her thoughts before taking her next steps.

“What do you think of this outfit, B?” Maddie asked, adjusting the strap of her emerald-green satin dress, which set off her skin, still tanned from summer. The dress fit perfectly, snug at the waist with a side slit that revealed her long, toned legs. Gold heels completed the look, giving her an elegance that mixed boldness and charm. Her hair was pulled into a high ponytail, and her heavy eye makeup accentuated her gaze.

Summer was busy with an assignment, so she’d be spending Saturday night writing a paper. Mads and I, however, were going out to meet Willow’s new and old students.

“You look perfect, Maddie.”

“You look pretty damn hot yourself, B,” she shot back.

I’d chosen a gray dress with thin straps and a neckline that showed off not just my back, but the sides of my breasts. To complete my sexy look, I’d pulled on my favorite over-the-knee boots.

“You two will be the prettiest girls at Dixon’s,” Summer said, looking up from her computer screen to watch us.

“We’re too pretty for Dixon’s...” I grinned. “Which is why we’re not going there. I scored tickets to a party on the rooftop at High George. Sure you don’t want to come, California?”

“I’d love to, but I really need to finish this, otherwise I won’t be able to go out with Con tomorrow,” she said.

“You’re not even dating yet and you’re already ditching your friends for the King,” I teased.

“I’m not ditching anyone, I really need to finish this paper. I’ve never seen a professor assign something like this in the first few days of class,” she complained.

“Notice she didn’t even address the part about,” Maddie made air quotes, “‘not even dating the King yet’,” she prodded.

“What’s the saying, Mads? Silence implies consent,” I took my turn.

“You two are such pains, you know that? I think I’m going to request a room change,” California fired back. “We’re just friends.”

“We’ll see for how long, California.” Before she could respond, I turned to Maddie. “Let’s go, I want to enjoy this party from start to finish.”

“We’ll miss you, Sum,” Maddie said.

“Then have fun for me,” the girl replied.

Maddie and I called a rideshare to take us to the bar. Even though it wasn’t a long walk, we didn’t want to trek in heels. Even though High George was close to Willow, students preferred Dixon’s, which was cheaper. But to be honest, I’d been avoiding Willow’s favorite bar a bit because I didn’t want to risk running into a certain quarterback. He and his teammates practically lived there, and I didn’t want to get irritated today, not after the week I’d had.

Maddie and I took the elevator to the top of the hotel where the High George bar operated.

“This place is incredible,” my friend said as soon as we entered.

The bar was chic but cozy at the same time. It had an indoor area with a sophisticated lounge and a well-stocked bar surrounded by high stools. Outside, a spacious terrace offered an impressive view of New Haven. The area was decorated with tables, padded chairs, and even heaters for colder nights.

“Let’s grab a drink and head straight outside. They say that’s the liveliest part, and there’s even a DJ playing there tonight,” I suggested.

We walked to the bar, and I couldn’t help but notice the attentive looks directed our way. Even though it wasn’t the bar most frequented by the Willow student body, it was still common to bump into recent graduates still hanging around town and seniors.

“Hello, ladies. Know what you’ll be having?” the bartender asked us, his gaze lingering on my neckline far longer than necessary.

“I’ll have an Aperol Spritz,” Maddie said.

“Sangria for me, please,” I said.

“Great choices, gorgeous. Can I see some ID?” he asked.

As usual, we pulled out our fake IDs and handed them to him. The man looked at the documents, and I noticed suspicion on his face. Maddie, beside me, seemed to get nervous, so I decided to act on impulse.

“I was told your sangria is the best,” I looked at the name tag on his chest. “Owen.” I used my best flirty tone and finished the sentence by taking a little bite of my own lip. “I can’t wait to try it.”

Maddie watched the scene with a smirk, trying to hold back a laugh, and Owen seemed completely disarmed by my actions, exactly as I’d hoped.

“I’ll start making it for you right away, Brooke.” He handed back our IDs. “Beautiful name. Suits you,” he complimented.

Owen moved away to get the ingredients for the drink, and Maddie finally let out the laugh she’d been holding in.

Owen returned to the part of the counter near us and prepared our drinks. It only took one sip for me to be sure it was, in fact, one of the best sangrias I’d ever had. Maddie and I thanked him for the service and left a tip in the jar on the counter before heading to the outdoor part of the bar.

“The view from here is breathtaking,” I said, taking in the scene around me. “A toast to that.” We raised our glasses.

At that moment, a guy who couldn’t have been much older than us passed by and practically devoured my friend with his eyes.

“I definitely love this place,” Maddie said, returning the guy’s gaze.

“You should go talk to him, Mads,” I said.

But before she had a chance to respond, he walked over to us again.

“I don’t think I’ve seen you two here before. I’m Will, and you are...?” Maddie’s hottie introduced himself.

“I’m Maddie, nice to meet you.”

“A beautiful name for a beautiful girl,” he flirted.

I felt like a third wheel and slipped away quietly, leaving the two of them to their moment. Maddie deserved it. With my drink in hand, I walked around the terrace looking for a guy who caught my eye. Maybe I could pass the time flirting with one of them; I was pretty good at that. Lately, I’d been better at that than at...

“You stalking me, Eastwood?” For God’s sake. Was I never going to get a minute of peace?

“You’re the one who came over to talk to me, Pearson,” I said, turning to face Noah. “What are you doing here at High George?”

“What, Eastwood? You think I can’t hang out in a place like this?” he questioned, his voice bitter, as if I’d insulted him.

“I definitely didn’t expect to see you here. You live at Dixon’s.” One of the reasons I’d chosen to come here was precisely because the chances of running into Noah were minimal. Apparently, I was completely wrong.

“Well, surprise. Guys like me also like and frequent the High George,” he said in a mocking tone.

Why did he have to be such an asshole?

“Maybe it’s time girls like me stopped coming here,” I shot back.

If I’d known I’d run into Noah this much, despite the size of New Haven, I would have chosen to go to some other university.

“If my presence bothers you so much, you should quit being a Willow Lioness, too. I don’t want you to be forced to cheer for me at every game.”

This time, it was my turn to flash a mocking smile. Since the last cheerleading practices hadn’t been on the field as usual, Noah didn’t know I’d become one of them. King had probably told him, exactly as I’d imagined he would.

“Why, Pearson? Don’t you think I’m good enough to cheer for your little team?” I asked.

“I think I’m sick of seeing you everywhere, Brooke,” he said, taking a step forward and getting even closer to me. If he thought that would scare me, he was mistaken. I kept my posture straight, fearless.

“Tough luck, Noah, because I don’t plan on going anywhere.” I gave him a challenging smile. “But if you want to leave Willow and go back to Pennsylvania, feel free.”

And before he could say anything, I walked away. I liked having the last word, especially when it came to Noah Pearson. I looked for an empty spot where I could sit and drink my sangria in peace while enjoying the view. Part of me wanted to leave, but Maddie wanted to have fun, and it wasn’t fair to her.

Speaking of Maddie... I scanned the terrace for my friend until I spotted her completely wrapped up with the guy from earlier, kissing him near the dance floor. The guy’s hands were roaming over her body, and my friend was so lost in the kiss she didn’t even seem to care if other people in the space were watching the scene.

“At least one of us is having fun,” I said out loud before downing the rest of my drink and heading back to the bar for more.
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IT WAS THE FIRST TIME I’d worn the blue uniform with bronze details of the Willow Lionesses. The pleated miniskirt seemed tailor-made. Maybe it was an exaggeration, but when I looked in the mirror, I was tempted to believe it had been sewn especially for me. I completed the look with light makeup and pulling my hair into a French braid.

I was about to leave the room when I got a call from my parents. I almost decided to ignore it and pretend I was too busy to answer, but I ended up sliding my finger over the green icon and accepting the video call.

“Hi, honeybee. How are you?” Mom asked.

“Good... and late for cheer practice. Is everything okay with you guys?” It wasn’t a complete lie, but to be honest, I avoided talking to my parents as much as possible. I loved them both, but our relationship was better this way: at a distance.

“Everything’s great here, just missing when you lived closer and came home more often,” Dad played it up. “Still think Connecticut is better than Pennsylvania?”

“I’m more in love with this place every day.” Every one of those words was true.

“I still think it’s crazy you left here, that you walked away from your life with Drew...” Mom said as Dad nodded along.

“You guys need to get over Drew,” I said, my voice firm. “We’re not getting back together.”

“But honey...” Dad started, and I interrupted him.

“If you don’t have anything really important to say, I need to hang up and go to practice.” I knew I was being harsh, but I knew my parents well and how they needed firm boundaries.

“We won’t talk about it anymore, honeybee, don’t worry,” Dad assured me, but I knew the subject would come up again until they actually got over it. “Your car is ready, the mechanic told...” He stopped talking before mentioning his name. “Well, your car is ready and it’s here at home.”

My car broke down the same day I left Drew’s apartment. That afternoon, my then-boyfriend had taken it to be repaired, but after I came to Willow, I made a point of not exchanging a single word with Drew. He probably got tired of trying to tell me the car was ready and told my parents. At least he did the right thing for once in his life.

“Finally! I’ve really been missing it,” I said.

“I thought about driving it up to New Haven for you, what do you think? I can take the train back. It’ll be a good distraction,” Dad suggested.

“If you could do that, Dad, it would be an incredible help.”

“I’ll try to do it as soon as possible. I’ll let you know as soon as I know the day,” he said.

“Thanks, Dad. Now I really need to go to practice.”

I ended the call with my parents and put my phone in the sports bag I took to practice. With it slung over my shoulder, I went down the stairs to the kitchen, the sound of my sneakers echoing on the floor. I was distracted filling my water bottle when Lily entered the kitchen accompanied by two other Kappas. They were laughing, but Lily’s expression changed the moment she saw me.

“Why are you wearing the Lioness uniform?” she questioned.

The other Kappas beside her watched the scene with a mix of curiosity and apprehension.

“Because I’m a Lioness,” I replied cheerfully.

“I don’t remember seeing you at tryouts,” Lily commented.

“Oh, I didn’t participate, I...”

“What do you mean you didn’t participate?” Lily questioned before I could even finish my sentence. And from her tone of voice, she didn’t seem very happy.

“I was invited to join the Lionesses because of my cheerleading background,” I said proudly.

“I didn’t know it was that easy to become a cheerleader now,” Lily said, and I felt offended by her words.

“When you have a first-place National award on your resume for flawless choreography, it is pretty easy,” I shot back with a mocking tone. “But that’s an award very few people have the privilege of having, and I do. Amy knows that and knows how smart it is to have someone like me on the team.”

“Well, so be it,” she said. Turning to her friends, she continued, “I need to sort out some Kappa house presidency stuff. You know how it is, running a sorority this size is a handful. I’ll catch up with you later.”

And just like that, Lily left our little group and disappeared up the stairs.

“Did I say something wrong?” I asked.

The two of them exchanged a silent conversation before Dorota answered.

“Lily... She tried out for the Lionesses a few times and never made it. And, you know Lily, she doesn’t handle it well when her plans don’t go exactly the way she wants. She likes to be in control. I think she’s a little sore that you got in so easily,” she explained. “But I’m sure you deserve to be there, Brooke,” she added quickly.

“Yeah, I do deserve it,” I said. “I need to get going. See you later, girls.”

“Good practice, B,” they replied in unison.

If Lily was feeling some type of way about my success, there was nothing I could do about it. That was her problem, not mine. I just hoped it wouldn’t mess with our relationship as Kappa sisters, because I wasn’t the kind of girl who took shit lying down.

All my worries fell away the moment I finally set foot on the part of the football field reserved for cheer practice. Nothing in the world made me feel as good as being there, dancing, cheering, and feeling alive among the other girls.

We gathered in a circle and each gave a quick introduction before practice really began.

“Now that everyone’s acquainted, we’ll start with warm-ups and stretches. Then, we’ll review the basics of our jumps and finish with a simple formation for you new girls to get the rhythm,” Amy announced.

About ten minutes in, I noticed the Willow Lions players starting to arrive for their own practice. I’d known we’d be sharing the space, and I’d already programmed my brain to ignore the existence of Noah Pearson. I hoped the quarterback would do the same, for both our sakes.

I wouldn’t let Noah ruin the thing I loved most in my life.

Practice wrapped up two hours later. It was long, intense, but so rewarding. I already felt completely in sync with the girls, and a dozen choreography ideas were already bubbling in my head. Amy, thankfully, seemed open to hearing my suggestions, even the bolder ones, and actually seemed happy to have me on the team to help with that.

I walked back to the Kappa mansion feeling lighter, even with the deep post-practice fatigue. Now my year had truly begun, and I felt more at home than ever.
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Noah Pearson

Past

“HAPPY BIRTHDAY, MY love!” Mom woke me up with a breakfast tray in bed.

“Happy birthday, champ!” Dad chimed in next.

“I can’t believe that seventeen years ago I was in the hospital holding a little bundle of a person in my arms for the first time, and now you’re already so much bigger than me,” Mrs. Viola said, her eyes glistening. “I’m so lucky to be your mother, Noah.”

“I’m the lucky one to have you both as my parents,” I said.

My parents had always dreamed of having a big family. But fate, cruel as only it knows how to be, seemed to have other plans. They faced years of failed attempts and lost two babies before I arrived. Two pieces of them that never got a chance to exist. So when my mother finally got pregnant with me, I was already more than a miracle. I was proof that sometimes, fate can change its mind.

“We have a surprise for you,” Dad said, excited. “We’re going to...”

“First, you’re going to eat what I brought, or it’ll get cold,” Mrs. Viola ordered, more for my father’s benefit than mine.

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied, already reaching for the stuffed croissant she’d made and taking a bite. “This is my favorite breakfast,” I said.

“That’s exactly why I made it.” The pride on her face warmed my heart.

I ate what my mother had prepared for me as we talked, and my father seemed to grow more and more anxious to show me the big surprise.

“Finish that juice quick so I can show you the surprise,” he said.

“Easy, Elijah, the surprise isn’t going anywhere,” Mom said. “Don’t rush the boy.”

I could feel Dad wanted to huff in response, but he was too smart and knew Mrs. Viola would scold him if he did. I finished the juice in record time, and Dad practically yanked me out of bed.

“Finally. Let’s go...”

“Let’s do this properly,” Mom interrupted him, pulling a tie from the pocket of the apron she was wearing and using it to blindfold me. “Now we can go.”

My parents led me through the house, and each step made me even more expectant. When we reached the front door, the familiar sound of a creak hit my ears—that sound that always happened when the door was opened.

“You can take off the blindfold on three. One, two, three...” they counted together.

I undid the knot with my hands and blinked a few times to get used to the intense brightness. It didn’t take long for my gaze to be drawn to something that hadn’t been there before. Right in the middle of the driveway, a pickup truck gleamed under the morning sun.

“Is that...” My voice died in the middle of the sentence.

“It’s yours,” my father said with a smile, placing the keys in my hand. “We wanted to have gotten you one when you got your license last year, but...” He wiped away a tear that threatened to fall. “I hope you like your truck, son.”

My heart leapt and then sank into my chest. I stood there, staring at the truck, not quite sure how to react.

“You... You didn’t have to do this. It must have cost a fortune. I can’t accept...” I heard my voice choke up.

“Don’t be silly, Noah. Of course you’re going to accept this gift,” Mom declared in that voice that left no room for argument.

“We know you’ve been saving up to buy a little car before you go off to college, but an amazing opportunity came up and I didn’t want to pass it by. You can use what you saved for other expenses,” Dad said.

From my parents’ house in Philadelphia to New Haven, where, if all went well, I’d be going to college, wasn’t a long drive. Besides, having a way to get around there would help me a lot.

“An old acquaintance of mine, a farm owner, only used this truck to haul produce around. He decided to leave the country and was selling everything off at really good prices. The truck isn’t new, but it’ll be really useful when you move to Connecticut.”

“It’s perfect, Dad.” The truck was a model from years ago, but it looked impeccable. “I love the gift.”

I gave them both a tight hug, and inside me, the desire to become a professional player and be able to repay my parents for everything they’d always done for me grew even stronger.

After a quick shower, I changed and grabbed the keys to my new truck. I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face seeing them shine in my hand. It was surreal to think that truck was mine now. Driving to school seemed like the right way to break it in. I climbed into the pickup, and as soon as my hands touched the steering wheel, it felt like it had been made for me, as if every detail had been molded to receive me. Mr. Elijah had really hit the nail on the head.

As soon as I arrived at the school parking lot, I spotted a space right next to Drew’s car and headed for it. He and Brooke were hugging, leaning against the side of his car, and my friend was laughing at something his girlfriend had said.

When I got out of the truck, Drew raised his eyebrows and let out a surprised laugh.

“No way! Is that you driving that?” He pointed at the truck as if it were a mirage.

“It was a birthday present from my dad,” I told him.

“Mr. Pearson didn’t hold back this year, huh?” Drew said, and a bitter taste hit me from the way he said it. “And, by the way, happy birthday, man.”

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but... it suits you. Happy birthday, Noah.”

“Thanks, guys.”

“I gotta go now,” Brooke said, leaning in to give Drew a kiss. “See you later, babe.”

“So, how are you celebrating your birthday today?” he asked.

“I thought I’d get the team together to go to Pizza Prime later. Invite Brooke to come with you,” I said, knowing the two of them were inseparable.

“Pizza Prime?” He made a face. “I mean, it’s a cool spot, but I don’t know if Brooke would go.”

“What’s wrong with it?” I questioned, already feeling irritation shoot through me. I knew Brooke wasn’t my biggest fan; our relationship was full of sniping. Drew had already told me about some of the criticisms she’d made about how I played. As if a cheerleader knew more about football than I did, a guy who learned to make a touchdown before he even learned to walk. But still, I’d invite her for Drew’s sake.

“No, nothing’s wrong. At least not for me...” He shrugged, that lazy movement only he could make look natural. “But Brooke doesn’t really like it there, she thinks the quality isn’t great. My kitten prefers Pizza di Famiglia, you know how it is.”

Of course the little princess liked the most expensive pizzeria in Philadelphia. Pizza Prime might not have silverware or linen napkins, but it served some of the best food in the area. And that was exactly why I’d chosen the place.

“She doesn’t have to go, then, if she thinks the place is bad,” I said, trying to keep my tone neutral, even though my patience was already hanging by a thread.

“I’ll talk to her anyway. Brooke knows you don’t...” He cut himself off suddenly, as if he’d let slip something he shouldn’t have. “Forget it...”

Oh, no. Now he was going to finish.

“You’re going to tell me what Eastwood thinks, yes.” I crossed my arms, waiting.

He sighed, nervous, and seemed to be choosing his words with the delicacy of someone walking through a minefield.

“Brooke understands that your financial situation isn’t exactly what she’s used to.”

I let out a dry laugh.

“Brooke thinks I’m poor, is that it?” Not that she was wrong. “Is that why she doesn’t like me?”

He ran a hand through his hair, clearly uncomfortable with the situation caused by his spoiled little girlfriend.

“It’s not exactly that. She just... worries too much about the less fortunate.” Less fortunate. What the fuck. “Look, Noah, forget it, okay? B’s gonna be pissed if she finds out I told you about this. And, come on, she’s never treated you differently, right? She’s not going to start now.” He forced a half-smile, pointing toward the school building entrance. “Come on, lit class is about to start.”

It was too late. There was no forgetting that. How could someone be so shallow and petty as to dislike another person just because of their financial situation? I didn’t know what was more infuriating: the fact that Brooke actually thought that way, or the fact that everyone around her seemed to think it was normal.

“Yeah, let’s go.”

The rest of the morning was a blur. My brain hammered away at what I’d just heard, and no class could distract me enough. Brooke thinks I’m poor. It wasn’t exactly news, but hearing it out loud, even indirectly, hurt in a different way.

When it was time for football practice, I felt myself relax for the first time that day. On my fucking birthday, which was supposed to be the most amazing day of the year. Being on the field was the only thing that made my brain shut off, or at least that’s what I hoped.

The guys were already on the field when I arrived, but before we started practice, a group of cheerleaders made an entrance. I knew something was up just from the coach’s weird smile and the way my teammates were laughing beside me.

“What’s going on?” I asked, already suspicious.

“This performance is especially for our favorite birthday boy and quarterback,” Lauren, the cheer captain, said seconds before the whole squad assembled at the center of the field.

The music started playing and the Liberty Flames launched into a dance full of smiles and poses. Even Brooke seemed to be having fun, the damn girl was a great actress, pretending to enjoy doing something for poor Noah. When the music ended, they posed in formation and shouted “Happy birthday, Noah!” in unison. My teammates clapped and whistled for the girls.

“Hope you liked it, Noah,” Lauren said. “We thought it would be fun to do something special for you.”

“Thanks, girls. I certainly wasn’t expecting that surprise,” I joked.

One by one, the girls came to hug me and wish me a happy birthday. In general, I got along great with all of them. With some more than others, since I’d kissed at least half of the Liberty Flames. Brooke was the last one to come my way.

“Enjoy your day, quarterback,” she wished.

I was caught off guard when she hugged me. It was an unexpected move, almost strange coming from her, and my lack of reaction must have been obvious, because Brooke pulled back slightly with a confused expression.

“What?” she asked, her voice loaded with a curiosity that seemed genuine, but I knew it wasn’t.

“Didn’t know you hugged guys like me...” The words escaped before I could hold them back, and my tone was more acidic than I’d planned. I took a step back, putting even more distance between us.

Brooke narrowed her eyes, crossing her arms as she stared at me, as if trying to decipher a puzzle. The little crease between her eyebrows made it clear she didn’t like what she was hearing.

“What do you mean by that, Pearson?”

“Look, Eastwood, you don’t have to pretend to like me just because it’s my birthday. You already pretended well enough while you were dancing with the girls. Didn’t even seem like you...”

“Why do you care so much about my dancing?” she shot back, her tone heavy with that typical irritation of hers. Of course Brooke would turn this into something about her. “You know what? I don’t care. You may be older, but you’re still a jerk.”

“Then we’re both jerks, Eastwood.”

Her eyes burned into mine for a few seconds before she turned on her heel and stomped off, her ponytail swinging as if even it were pissed at me.

Goddamn bitch.

“Enough celebrating, let’s start warm-ups,” the coach ordered.

I wouldn’t let Brooke ruin what was supposed to be a good day for me any further. I decided to ignore her existence on the field and enjoy every minute of my practice, like I always did.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 7

[image: ]




Noah Pearson

LATELY, MY NIGHTS OF sleep were a joke. I felt like ever since Brooke decided to invade Willow, my life had become a string of sleepless nights. Damn her! It was like she had a special radar for finding me, popping up everywhere I went. Every time our paths crossed, it felt like my skin was on fire, every cell in my body reacting as if she were some kind of walking allergy.

I had to do something, anything, to get that pent-up energy out of my system. Staring at the white ceiling of my bedroom wasn’t going to solve a thing. So, I pulled on a hoodie, laced up my sneakers, and went out for a run.

It was still very early, so the campus was quiet. I put in my earbuds, cranked up the music, and started running, feeling my feet pound the asphalt and the cold air cut across my face. It didn’t take long for the physical effort to take effect, heat rising through my body, sweat trickling down the back of my neck. This was exactly what I needed.

I ran without much of a planned route, and when I realized it, my path was intersecting with the Kappa Sigma Nu house. I slowed down when I noticed someone sitting on the steps leading up to the mansion’s front door. It was still a little dark, but I recognized Brooke’s face, illuminated only by the glow of her phone. She looked... sad.

I should have just kept running. Gone right past and pretended I hadn’t seen her. But another part of me wanted to go over and ask if she was okay. As much as I hated the damn girl... But before I could decide what to do, she wiped what looked like a tear from her eye, turned off her phone screen, and went inside the mansion.

Maybe it was better that way. Drew had mentioned to me that she kept asking to get back together, but he wasn’t having it. And if she was really crying over him, I sure as hell wasn’t going to get involved.

I finished my run a few minutes later, feeling a little more relaxed, and headed back to Alpha Phi to grab something to eat, take a quick shower, and put on my uniform before practice.

As soon as I arrived at the football field where we trained, I noticed some unusual commotion. Even the cheerleaders were standing still, staring at a fixed point on the grass.

“What’s going on?” I asked as I approached the guys.

“Those Brown assholes fucked up our field,” Travis answered.

They moved aside so I could see the field and...

“What the fuck is this?” I said out loud.

The Brown Phoenix was our biggest enemy on the field. Rivalry wasn’t quite the right word; it was more like a war. And with The Game approaching, things got even more intense. It wasn’t just about who would take the trophy home. It was about honor. About who had the last word. And, of course, about pranking the other team.

The psychological warfare started long before the opening whistle. Dirty tactics, ridiculous posters, nighttime raids. Everything was fair game. Unfortunately, this time, the assholes were faster than us. The idiots had spray-painted a giant phoenix, wings spread as if about to take off, across a good portion of the field. The brown paint screamed against the green, and my chest tightened with anger.

“These fuckers decided to play street artist in the wrong territory,” Jesse huffed. The running back looked ready to attack someone with his bare hands.

“They can’t get away with this,” I shouted.

“No fucking way,” Hunter, the center, agreed.

To us, that field wasn’t just a field, just any space. It was our place. Our home. The football field was sacred ground for every one of the Willow Lions. And now it was violated by that monstrosity in the shape of a mythological bird.

“We need to get this off the field,” Travis said.

“Get it off?” Caleb laughed, but it wasn’t a happy sound. “This is a declaration of war. We’re not just cleaning it up. We’re returning the favor.”

“Exactly. And we’ll do it right. No stupid graffiti. We’ll put on a show they won’t forget anytime soon,” I said.

“Alright, boys, I know you’re pissed. And believe me, I am too.” Coach Morgan spoke with a firm voice, but his grave tone betrayed that he was holding his anger in check. His cheeks were red. “But wasting time thinking about revenge right now isn’t going to get us anywhere. If you want real revenge, we do it the right way. On the field. An epic beatdown. A victory so humiliating they’ll regret every drop of paint they spent here. Now, let’s practice! I want you focused. Save the anger for when we’re crushing those sons of bitches on the scoreboard.”
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