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Power in love.

9:30pm








“Marry you?” I repeat. 


It feels like with Noah’s words, with his question, all the air has been sucked out of my lungs. 


“Yes,” Noah repeats. 


“Marry you? Noah, we’re seventeen,” I say, my eyes bulging. 


Because he can’t be serious. 


Can he?


“I know,” Noah replies, sounding unfazed. 


His eyes connect with mine, and it finally settles in that he isn’t joking. 


“You don’t think I’m pregnant, do you? I mean, is this because we’ve had sex? Look, someone’s explained to you that just because you have sex doesn’t mean you automatically have a baby. I’m not pregnant or anything—you know that, right?” I say, stumbling over my words. 


Because Noah must think I am. Or he has to have another reason for proposing. 


Doesn’t he? 


I press my lips together because I’m being ridiculous. I know I am. But I can’t stop the thoughts swirling around in my head. 


“Mal …” Noah says, bringing my attention back to this moment. 


To him.


“Yes?” 


“I understand the basics of sex, or do I give off the impression that I don’t?”


“You do,” I mumble in return. 


“Right, so I’m going to try this again.” Noah takes my hands into his. “Mallory James, you’ve occupied my mind since the moment you pushed into my room, unannounced. The reservations I had about you were quickly changed, and every wall I put up against you came crumbling down at your touch. When you walked into my house, my life changed. And when I thought you were going to walk out of it, I didn’t know how to handle it. When I found out you were staying in London, I knew that I was yours. And when you finally gave me your heart and your body, I gave you mine too. I love you. And I can’t imagine a future without you in it.” 


Noah drops down onto one knee. 


My hands start to shake as Noah pulls a box out from his pocket. 


A ring box. 


He holds on to it, not opening it yet. 


“Mal, there is power in love. There’s power in giving yourself to someone. And I’m asking you, today, if you would give yourself to me, fully. You’ve gifted me your mind, your body, your heart. And now, what I’m asking for is the gift of time. I can never be gifted your past, as that remains yours alone, but I can ask to always be a part of your future, part of your eternal present. That’s the greatest gift of all, isn’t it?”


“Noah …” My hand flies up to my mouth as my body starts to shake. Because never in a million years did I dream of this. I always thought that I was going to lose Noah. That he would somehow slip out of my grasp. 


That I’d be left broken. 


Devastated. 


I never thought he’d want me. 


Forever. 


Tears slip down my cheeks as he opens the box to reveal a dainty gold ring. It has a modest, sparkly square diamond at the center of an antique band.


Noah looks up at me. “Mallory James, will you marry me?”


I drop down, bringing my lips to meet Noah’s. Tears fall down my cheeks as I kiss him. 


I hug him tightly as I trail kisses across his skin. My lips moving from his mouth to his cheeks and back to his mouth again. 


Because Noah just asked me to marry him.


Noah kisses me back with equal passion. 


His warm mouth envelops mine, and his hands instinctively come up to wrap around me. I break my lips away from his just enough to give him a response.


An answer. 


“Yes. My answer is yes.” 


Noah stands at my words, wrapping me back up in his arms as his mouth crashes onto mine. His hand comes up to cup my cheek, and he kisses me with such intensity that I have to cling to him to keep from falling over. 


I meet Noah’s passion with my own, feeling like I’m in a dream. Noah’s lips are warm and make everything feel foggy.


Too good to be true. 


But the cool night air around me reminds me that this is actually happening. 


Noah’s arms are around me. 


His fingers caress my cheek. 


His nose dances against mine, and when I open my eyes, I find him looking at me. His chest rises and falls, and I can’t help but stare back. 


“I promise to be yours forever. To love you forever,” Noah says, his breath warm against my skin. 


I look at him, feeling transfixed as he places another kiss on my lips. But a moment later, he moves our bodies apart and takes my hand in his. With the other, he takes the ring out of the box and slides it onto my finger. 


I hold my hand out, looking at the shiny ring on my finger. 


My heart skips a beat. Because it’s beautiful. Like a treasure lost in time, recently found again. 


“Noah, it’s gorgeous,” I say, looking from the ring up to him. 


“I know it might not be exactly what you want, but it was my grandmother’s. I’ve always liked it, and it’s got meaning in our family,” Noah explains. 


“Are you allowed to give this to me?” I ask him. 


“I asked Mum if I could have it.” 


“To propose?” I choke out. Because the idea of Helen approving any of this, well, it doesn’t seem possible. 


“To give as a gift,” Noah corrects. 


“So, she’s okay if I wear it?” I ask, wanting to be sure. 


Noah nods. “Mal, I love you.” 


“I love you too.” 


Noah touches the ring on my finger before looking at me seriously. “If you’re okay with it, I’d like to propose to you again.” 


I raise my eyebrows in surprise. 


“Like, right now?” I laugh. I don’t mean to, but it slips out. Because I don’t think I could handle the emotions of another proposal just yet. Especially when his first one was so good. 


“After graduation. I’d like to get you a ring you really want,” Noah tells me. 


I look at the ring on my finger, my heart fluttering. 


“Noah, I love this one. I mean, how could I not? It’s a gift from you. It’s perfect.”


And so are you.


Noah smiles at that. “It’s yours. But I know this was a total surprise.” 


“A good surprise,” I correct. “But I’m not sure we can tell anyone. I mean, my parents would freak out.”


“I figured they would,” Noah admits. 


“I don’t think we can tell … anyone. I can already imagine the freak-out Mohammad would have. And Harry, he’d think we were being ridiculous. Plus, our parents, no matter how much they try to be supportive, would all snap.”


“It’s just for us then. And like I said, I want to propose to you again once we graduate. But I wanted you to know that I’m serious,” Noah says, motioning to the ring. “This is something I’ve thought a lot about.”


“Trust me, I know you’re not that spontaneous.” I smile, taking his hands back into mine. 


“Neither are you,” Noah agrees, squeezing my hands.


“No. I can’t believe you’re giving me a ring. I can’t believe you just proposed.” I look up at Noah, heat rushing to my cheeks. 


“I can’t believe you said yes.”


“Really?” I question. 


“I thought you might say we were too young,” Noah admits, pushing a strand of hair off my face. 


“We are too young,” I tell him. 


“I know.” Noah smiles. “But you still said yes.”


I can’t help but grin back at him. 


“And you still asked,” I reply. 


Noah drops his head down, giving me a slow kiss. My whole body is left tingling from it, all the way from my head down to the tips of my toes. 


“How do we go back to day-to-day life after this?” I ask, my head spinning. Because it feels like I’ve just been lifted up in a tornado and swept away. 


It makes me think about Noah’s poem. 


About how he said he felt like he was in the eye of the storm. Scared and excited and in awe of the beauty of the moment. 


In awe of … me. 


And in this moment, I feel the same. 


Like I’m floating and falling and completely still, all at once. 


“We just do,” Noah answers easily. 


I want to roll my eyes at him, but I don’t. Because leave it to Noah to make it all sound so simple. 


“Day-to-day life is the fun part. And figuring out our futures, that will come with time. I just wanted you to know that I’m yours.” 


“And what happens if we change? What happens if graduation day comes and things aren’t the same?” I ask, a jolt of fear moving through me. 


Because Noah could change his mind. 


“When I ask you again, Mal, you can say no. If that’s really what you want, I will accept it. But I’m going to ask you again. That’s what this ring—this proposal—was meant to tell you. I’m not changing my mind. I’m sure.” 


I press my lips together, feeling a wave of different emotions course through me.


Excitement. Fear. Bliss. Love. 


“I’m not going to fall out of love with you, Mal. I’ve waited for this. For you. I’ve waited, and I would have continued waiting until I found you. My age is irrelevant,” he continues. 


“You’re saying you wouldn’t have ever … been with anyone else?” I ask, looking up at him. 


He looks deep in thought. 


Noah shrugs. 


“I never said that I didn’t date before. But no one ever fit. Not until you,” he answers. 


I nod because it’s the same for me. 


Noah just fits. 


“I know,” I tell him. 


“You have the key to my heart, Mal. This isn’t a situation where I gave it to you and I’m going to ask for it back. You came into my life, took it from me, and claimed it. It’s that simple.” 


The noise from the water fountain reminds me of where we are. That we’re in Hyde Park. That we’re in London. That Noah and I somehow found our way to one another. And then he brought me here to propose. 


“I love you, Noah.”


“I love you too,” he says warmly. “I know this seems big. Scary. But really, it’s not. It’s small. Every little choice we make, that’s what creates our future. We can choose, day after day, to grow together. I will never hold you back, Mal. I promise. And if a day comes when I do, if what you want changes … you can walk away.” 


Noah’s face flashes with pain. 


“But that isn’t a marriage,” I say, shaking my head at him. 


Because that’s not what I want. I don’t want him to be okay with me walking away. 


“Maybe not. But it’s unconditional love. And I love you, Mal, unconditionally. Only that and the effort we put in will make a marriage work.” 


I squeeze Noah’s hands, feeling like my heart could burst. 


“I understand. So, this proposal is just for us. It’s your real proposal. And the next one …” 


“The next one is for everyone else.”


“When you ask me again, Noah, my answer will be the same. My answer will be yes,” I tell him. 


He smiles at that. 


“What are you thinking, Mal? Do you have any questions. Practicalities? I know you like to talk things through,” he says. 


I furrow my brow, thinking about things we should probably talk about. Things we should go over. 


“What, things like kids? Finances? Travel? Lifestyle?” I say, spouting off a list. 


“Mmhmm.” Noah nods. 


“Well, do you want kids?” I ask him. 


“With you, yes,” Noah answers. 


“I think I would like that too,” I agree. “I love your and Mia’s relationship. I never longed for a sibling or anything, but I like being with your family. Having a full house.”


Noah smiles again. 


“And finances?” Noah goes on. 


“I want to have a career of my own. I’m excited to work and to work hard. I want to travel some too. But I like my routines. I like predictability.” 


“I love that about you. Taking trips together will be nice. I’m not keen on a year abroad or backpacking. At least not without a solid plan in place,” Noah says, shaking his head.


“Agreed.” I laugh. “What about lifestyle?” 


“I like the idea of living by the park. London feels like home to me, but I’m open to somewhere else too. I would say always somewhere by a city though. I’m not sure I’d like the countryside—at least not right now,” he says honestly. 


“I like that too. London feels like home. I’m not sure I’d want to go somewhere else for university either,” I admit. 


“I thought as much. But I’m glad you told me. Any other questions, Mal?” 


I search through my thoughts. About what I want for my future. About my career. About what everyone will think when they eventually find out about Noah’s proposal. I think about Noah. About our relationship. About parts of the world I want to see. About having kids. About having Noah’s kids. 


But no other questions come to my mind. No concerns or warnings flash in my head. Noah’s smart and funny and certain, and he can make butterflies erupt in my stomach just as quickly as he can settle them down. He’s my best friend. And there’s always been something between us. A feeling. A tension. It’s been there from the beginning. And I can’t see it ever going away. 


“No. I don’t have any other questions,” I say, looking down at the ring on my finger before bringing my eyes up to Noah’s. 


Because I know this is right. 


He’s right. 


He’s my past, my present, and my future, all wrapped up in one beautiful body. 


In one beautiful boy. 


And I’ve just agreed to marry him.







Cheeky boy.

10:10pm








“Where did you two run off to?” Harry asks when we return to the party. 


“Notice we were gone?” Noah asks with a smile, slapping Harry on the shoulder. 


“Maybe I did. Or maybe I only just happened to notice when I saw you coming back in the door,” Harry says with a naughty grin. 


“You cheeky boy,” Noah comments. “We went out for a walk.” 


Noah’s eyes find mine, and there’s a glint to them that is only shared between us. I have to keep my lips pressed together so I don’t burst out in a full-fledged grin. But before I get a chance to, Noah does. He grins at me, his eyes creasing at the corners. 


“I needed some fresh air,” I say, turning my attention toward Harry and away from Noah. 


Because Harry is definitely going to know something is going on if Noah keeps grinning at me like that. 


He looks love drunk. 


And honestly, I feel just as giddy. 


“Couldn’t find that on the balcony?” Harry prompts, his blue eyes homing in on mine. 


“It’s a bit hard with the amount of smoke out there,” I say, motioning outside. There are at least four different groups of chatting guests, all with cigarettes in hand. “I mean, I love you, Harry, but it’s not a good habit.” 


Harry follows my gaze, immediately recognizing my point. 


“None of the best things in life are,” he replies, waving off my comment. 


“On that note, anyone want some champagne?” Noah asks, looking between the two of us. 


“I thought you’d never ask,” Harry replies. He downs the flute of champagne that’s already in his hand and heads off in the direction of one of the waiters. 


Noah takes a step to follow Harry, but pauses. 


He looks over his shoulder at me, a huge smile coming back onto his face. “That was a nice save.” 


“I thought you were going to crack then and there,” I reply, arching an eyebrow at him. 


“Can you blame me? This is the best day of my life. I want to celebrate.”


I grab on to his hand. 


“Are you sure you’re okay to have another drink? I want to celebrate, but I don’t want to mess with your football stuff.” 


“I’ll switch to water after this. I feel fine,” Noah replies. 


He gives my hand a quick squeeze before following after Harry. He already has three champagne flutes balancing between his fingers. Noah takes one, and Harry clinks his glass against it, taking a sip before they walk back over to me. 


“Should we go find a spot to sit?” I ask, feeling a little jittery after the walk and, well, the proposal. 


“Let’s go into Harry’s room,” Noah says, leading the way. 


Harry and I follow behind, weaving through the crowd until we get to a hallway that is lit with candelabras, the glow lighting up the space. When we make it to Harry’s room, I’m grateful to find the couches empty. 


“This party is amazing,” I say, taking a seat. 


It feels good when I finally sit, and I let out a happy sigh. I felt like I’d been floating until then. Noah takes a spot across from me on the opposite sofa, and Harry sits next to me. 


I have a sip of champagne, look between them, and can’t help but smile again. 


I’ve got Harry next to me. 


My parents are mingling and having fun. 


I’m in a beautiful dress. 


And then there’s Noah. My eyes sweep across him. He looks devastatingly handsome in his tuxedo. 


It feels like tonight is as good as it gets. 


“You’re flushed,” Harry comments, pulling me out of my thoughts. 


“Oh,” I say with a jolt. “I think it’s just the champagne.” 


I hold up the glass like it’s my excuse, taking another sip. 


“And it’s rather warm in here,” Harry comments. He sets down his champagne flute on the coffee table before rolling up the sleeves of his shirt. “I see why you went for a walk.” 


“Have you seen my parents anywhere?” I ask as people walk past the door. 


Two women in ball gowns enter the room. I watch as they take the chance to examine all the memorabilia, stopping to point at a mural. I remember Harry saying everything was brought back from East Asia by his family. 


“I spotted them by the bar not long ago,” Harry tells me. 


“I should let my mom known that we’re back,” I say, taking another sip of champagne. I know I should get up, but I just sat down. And honestly, I’m too comfortable. “After this glass of champagne,” I add. 


“They were talking with Mr. and Mrs. Wright. He works in international banking,” Harry informs. “They’ve got an amazing house in Geneva.” 


“Hmm. My parents seem to be having a really good time.” 


“I’m glad. It’s a great place to make connections,” Harry replies. 


“What about you? Talk to anyone else of interest?” Noah asks Harry, crossing one leg over his knee. 


“To be honest, it’s been a bit of a bore. I spoke with Aesha though,” Harry says. 


Noah’s eyes light up in recognition. 


“How’s she doing?” he asks Harry before looking at me. “We always used to see her around the club. She goes to another school—I think somewhere in Mayfair—and is a year ahead of us.”


“Really well. She was modeling in Milan all summer. That’s why she wasn’t around,” Harry explains.


“Wow,” I say, impressed. “Have you been to Milan?” 


Harry nods. “A few times actually. We usually bounce between the Four Seasons and Bvlgari. Mum has friends in fashion, so we’ve gone during Fashion Week once or twice,” Harry answers. 


“Did you go to any shows?” I ask, trying to imagine Harry sitting front row. Part of me can totally picture it. The other part of me knows he’d be wishing to be at a pub back in London instead. 


“I’ve been to one. Not really my thing though. I’d rather be out in the city,” Harry admits. 


“I’d love to visit Milan,” I agree. “See the Duomo.”


“We’ll add it to our graduation grand tour,” Harry declares, causing me to smile. 


I finish off my champagne, deciding I really do need to go find my mom. 


“I’ll be back,” I say, getting up from the couch. 


I give Harry’s arm a squeeze before walking over to Noah. I lean down to give him a chaste kiss. 


“We’ll be here,” Noah says, flashing me a smile. 


I wander around the party until I find my mom in another private room. I remember this room from the first time I was here with Harry. 


It’s safari-themed.


My mom is talking to a couple, presumably the Wrights, enthralled in conversation. But my dad isn’t in sight. I stay back, not wanting to interrupt. But when they spot a waiter, circling with a tray of hors d’oeuvres, and head toward him, I make my move. 


“Hey, Mom. Where’s Dad?” I ask, sneaking up on her once the couple is a few paces away. 


My mom jumps, putting her hand over her heart theatrically. 


“Mallory! Don’t scare me like that. And your father …” She looks around, like she’s just now noticing his absence. “Off to find a harder drink, I assume.” 


I notice the champagne glass in her hand. 


“I’ll go find him,” I say. 


“Don’t worry, Mallory. I’m sure he hasn’t gotten lost,” she replies, flashing her eyes at me like I’m being ridiculous. 


I let out an exhale so I don’t roll my eyes in response. 


“I just wanted to find you to say thanks for letting Noah and I go for a walk. And to let you know that we’re back,” I tell her. 


“I can see that,” my mom says with a snide laugh. 


I furrow my brow, not sure whether to be happy she’s being so calm and cool or annoyed that she’s being so sarcastic. 


When the couple that my mom was talking to starts to make their way back to her, appetizers and napkins in hand, I take that as my cue to go. 


“See you in a bit,” I say, rushing off before my mom has the time to make introductions. I don’t want to be rude, but I also don’t want to get stuck in a conversation when I’d rather be hanging out with Noah and Harry. 


Even if they do have a house in Geneva. 


I do a lap of the club, wondering where my dad is. I move through each room slowly, enjoying the ambiance of the party as I search for him. Everyone is dressed impeccably, and the music and candles really do make you feel like you’re in an opera house. I thought the costumes might look cheesy, but the whole scene is beautiful. I look for my dad at the bar, like my mom suggested, but don’t find him. 


And I don’t see him in the midst of any conversations. 


I check the balcony, but he’s not outside. 


Maybe he’s in the bathroom. 


Or back with my mom.


I let out a huff, annoyed at my fruitless search. 


Either way, I decide to head back to Harry’s room. I’m sure my dad is having a good time anyway. And when my parents are ready to leave, I know they’ll come find me. 


But when I get back to Harry’s room, I notice that Harry and Noah are now standing, their backs leaning up against one couch. 


And they’re mid-conversation. 


With my dad. 


All three of them have drinks in their hands. Whiskey from the looks of it, except for Noah, who’s got a glass of water. 


Noah notices me in the doorway, excuses himself and walks toward me, a wide smile on his face. 


“Whatcha doing?” I ask with interest, glancing over his shoulder at my dad. When I look back at Noah, I immediately notice how happy he looks. 


Too happy. 


Could Noah have spilled the beans? 


I mean, he’s beaming. But I assume if he did, my dad would have an absolute meltdown. I look toward my dad again, checking to make sure he looks happy. 


Calm. 


“We’re planning an outing to the country house,” Noah cheerfully announces. 


“You are not.” I laugh, my head tilting to the side. 


Because he’s joking. 


Right? 


“Honestly. Your dad seems excited about the idea. Harry wanted to host and said he’d love for your dad to join.” 


“Wait, is this a boys’ weekend?” I ask, furrowing my brow. 


“I don’t think we said so specifically,” Noah answers. “I think both of your parents are invited. And you, of course. And Mohammad.” 


“Huh. Well … that’s nice. Shit, speaking of Mohammad, I told him I’d send an update,” I say, glad I remembered. I get out my phone and snap a photo of Harry and my dad laughing, sending it to Mohammad. 





Me: Apparently, they’re planning a countryside outing, and we’re all invited. Lucky us! Hope you’re having a nice time babysitting. Let me know how it goes. Wish you were here! 





I hit Send and then quickly look back at Noah. 


“We should take a photo too,” I say, pulling up my camera app. 


I reach my arm out, taking a picture of us. Noah leans in, kissing my cheek. But a moment later, his mouth is on mine. I take one more photo before dropping my arm and lacing it around his waist. 


“That’s nice,” I whisper against his lips.


“I love kissing you. I can’t believe I get to kiss you forever.” 


Noah pulls me toward him for another steamy kiss. I want to keep it going, but I have to remind myself that we’re at a party and that my dad is standing just across the room. 


I break our lips apart and take a step back, putting some space between us. 


Noah’s eyes are already glossed over, and my cheeks go pink. 


Because I feel so loved up. 


And all I want to do is drag Noah out of this room and back to my room, where we can be alone and kiss for as long as we want. 


“I’m so happy, Noah,” I say, barely believing this is my life. 


I squeeze his hand before glancing back over at my dad and Harry. They’re in deep conversation.


My dad smacks Harry’s shoulder, a grin set on his face. 


I watch their interaction, my eyebrows rising in surprise. 


“My dad really likes Harry,” I say, watching them joke. 


Because they’re all smiles. 


Friendly laughs. 


Easy conversation. 


“You mean, likes him more than me?” Noah asks. 


His question immediately pulls me out of my thoughts. 


I snap my head in Noah’s direction, feeling like a complete jerk. 


I can’t believe I just said that so mindlessly. 


I open my mouth to tell Noah that’s not what I meant, but his expression catches me off guard. 


A hint of a smile flashes across Noah’s face, but it’s hidden by the glass of water he brings up to his lips. After he swallows, his lips part.


“All I care about is how you feel, Mal,” Noah says, taking my hand, his fingers playing with the ring on mine. The smile slips off Noah’s face as he looks down over my body, want evident in his eyes. 


Sparks fly through me, and I close the space between us. Because I don’t want Noah to ever second-guess how I feel. 


Noah’s hand instinctively wraps around my waist as I bring my palms up onto his chest. 


“This is exactly where I’m meant to be,” I say, the air around us feeling thick and heavy. 


When I’m near Noah, with his hands resting on my waist, it always makes me feel like this. 


Breathless. 


Like there is no one else in the room. 


Like there’s only him. 


Noah’s golden eyes connect with mine.


“That’s how I feel too,” he says, his voice serious. 


I bite my lip, sweeping my gaze across his face. Because all I can think about now is Noah kissing me. About having his warm, soft lips on mine again. About leaving this party and never coming back. 


Noah cracks a smile, and suddenly, everything lightens. I can’t help but smile back at him as he dips his head in and brings his mouth down onto mine. My smile grows as he kisses me again. Noah must notice because he pulls back enough to see my grin. 

