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Sunday, September 29th

I was in total shock.

9:10am








My mouth drops open. 


Again. 


For about the tenth time this morning as thoughts race through my mind. 


Do I want him? 


And he said I would give in? 


Does that mean he wants me to? 


What is going on?


Noah gives me a half-smile before disconnecting his eyes from mine and putting his toothbrush into his mouth. 


I navigate my way around Noah’s towering body, trying to escape the bathroom. I practically fall onto the floor when I get into my room. 


Because what was that?


My heart is pounding, and I don’t know what to do. Noah has my head—and my body—completely frazzled. 


I search for my phone, immediately hitting Mohammad’s number.


He doesn’t pick up. 


Shit. 


I try again, hoping he’ll understand that this is urgent and that he needs to answer. 


After five calls, I decide he isn’t ignoring me and probably doesn’t have his phone. 


Should I call home? 


No. My mom would freak out. I can talk to her about almost everything, but she tends to get too invested in the story and wants constant updates.


My dad … well, he would throw an absolute fit. After all, I am sleeping in the room next door to Noah. I suppose I could talk to Helen, but it would be so awkward because, well, Noah’s her son. 


Maybe I’ll call Anna. Talk to her about it. But I’m not sure she would understand. She has no context and doesn’t know any of the people I would be talking to her about. Maybe that’s better though? To get an outsider’s perspective. 


But what would I even say? 


I decide to open up a new text message, hoping writing it out might make it easier to explain.





Me: Hey, Anna. So, I’m kind of dating this guy, Harry. And his best friend is Noah, who happens to be part of my host family. Noah and I get along—for the most part—but we are always arguing about something. And Harry, he’s kind of a dream. Well, when he isn’t letting me down or having an emotional breakdown of his own. But last night, everything was perfect. After a rough couple of days, Harry came to the door after everyone was asleep and told me he wanted me to be his girlfriend. I said no, only because I think we should date first. I don’t want to rush into anything, and that might be because I’m scared. Scared he’s going to hurt me. 


But anyway, everything was perfect. We were all getting along. But then, this morning, Noah had to come in and ruin it all.


Because my life can’t just be simple. 


I can’t have a boy like me and have friends.


No, that would be asking too much. 


Because Noah decided to declare that he thought I wanted him. He put the moves on me, Anna. He told me he thought I liked him, and I’m pretty sure he told me that he liked me too. 


I mean, not too. 


That would require me liking him. Ugh! Anyway, he didn’t say he liked me, but he said he would give in if I tried something with him. Such a guy thing to say, first off. And secondly, it was hot, Anna.


I was in total shock. He was flirting with me. He had his finger on my lip and … I thought he was going to kiss me. I’m so confused. Because Noah was sweet to me yesterday when I needed him, but Harry, well, I could probably give him my heart.





The idea settles into my stomach.


I erase the message, realizing I was making no sense, when Mohammad’s name pops up on my screen. 


“Where the fuck have you been? I’ve called about a million times,” I shout into the phone. 


“Whoa, whoa, whoa. I just saw your calls. What’s up?” he asks, obviously not too concerned. 


“I have to talk to you about something,” I say, sucking down a gulp of air. 


My chest is pounding from me just thinking about telling Mohammad what happened. And I’m not even sure if it’s right to tell him this. I don’t want to mess with their friendships.


“Mallory, what’s going on?” he asks.


“Wait, is Harry with you?” I suddenly realize they might still be together.


“No. Why? What’s going on?” he asks again. 


“You have to promise to keep this a secret.” I drop my voice lower and look over to make sure my bedroom door is tightly shut. I also listen for any noise coming from the hallway. 


“All right …” he replies, urging me on. 


“There was this moment—this incredibly super-intense moment—with Noah, just now in the bathroom,” I whisper. 


“A good or bad moment?” Mohammad asks. “Just tell me what happened.” 


“Well, nothing actually happened. But Noah was so intense this morning. Instead of being kind of annoying but cute Noah, I got I’ll leave you in a puddle of hot, melted lava Noah.”


“What?” Mohammad asks, his voice rising. 


I can tell he’s as confused as I am. 


“Like, this was not the Noah we know, Mohammad. This was the determined, I’m going to stare at you until you crack Noah. He was dirty,” I admit, my eyes going wide at the memory. 


“Holy shit. He talked dirty to you?” Mohammad almost shrieks, something finally registering. And he sounds the way I feel. 


“Yeah, he did. He said that I wanted him, Mohammad. He said that he was going to have me practically begging for him,” I say a little quieter, “before he gave in to me.” 


I pause, my heart feeling like it’s going to rip out of my chest as I wait for Mohammad’s response. 


“Oh shit. My man is good,” he says fondly. 


“Mohammad!” I reply, annoyed. “I need help here!” 


“Relax, Miss America,” he starts. “Look, I have to ask because I think it’s what you want to talk about. Does that change things for you with Harry?”


I think about his question. I don’t know how I’m feeling, but Mohammad is right. I wanted him to ask me that question. I wanted him to be the one to bring it up. 


“There’s nothing going on with Noah. And Harry is adorable. And sweet. And after last night, well, I feel a lot closer to him. He wanted to be my boyfriend.”


“But …” Mohammad pushes. 


“I’m sorry you have to hear this. But Noah was like melt my panties hot. I mean, my whole body freaked out this morning.”


“Okay, okay. Eww. Too much information.”


“Honestly, I think it just took me by surprise though. I’ve never seen that side of him.”


“The I’m intense and going to get exactly what I want side?” Mohammad asks with a sigh, like he understands. 


“Well, when you put it like that …” I say, thinking about Noah’s personality. “I guess he’s just been kind to me lately.” 


“Oh, come on. Noah’s one of the best-looking guys in school. He’s never had a problem with getting girls,” Mohammad replies. 


“He gets girls?” I ask, my eyes going wide. 


Mohammad laughs into the phone, and I instantly want to pull him through from the other end and punch him. 


“When you first got here, your head was so far up Harry’s bum that you didn’t even notice you’d ended up being friends with the hottest guys in school.”


“First off, rude.” Because honestly! “My head wasn’t up Harry’s bum. Was it?”


“I apologize,” Mohammad concedes. “But seriously, did you not realize that Noah is, like, the shit? Because if you didn’t know before, I’ll tell you now. He is. Which is why I find this whole thing so entertaining.”


“This is ridiculous. I think it’s just a power thing with Noah. It’s probably his attempt at breaking me apart from Harry, so he doesn’t have to be around me as much. I doubt he even cares about me,” I huff. 


“You know that’s not true,” Mohammad cuts in. 


“I know. But if he likes me, why tell me now? And why in that way?” I ask, feeling desperate. Desperate to know the answer.


“Because he had to get your attention,” Mohammad replies simply.


“I think it’s more likely that he just enjoys taunting me. He wants me to think that I made the wrong decision.” 


“And have you made a decision?” Mohammad asks. “Harry was happy when we left last night, but he didn’t really say.”


“I’m not officially his girlfriend yet, but we’re together. I’m with Harry.” 


“Noah probably thinks this is his only chance. Harry asked you to be his girlfriend, and you said no. Noah must think you said no for a reason.” 


“But I said no because I want to give Harry and me a little time. So much has happened since we met that I know him, but I don’t really know him. Like, what is his favorite color? What does Harry like to do when we aren’t out or dealing with drama? Stuff like that.” 


“Well, there’s your answer then. Guys don’t think like that. Noah probably thinks you wouldn’t commit because you aren’t sure. And that’s an in.” 


“Would he really risk his friendship with Harry like that though? I mean, this whole time, he’s been concerned about me coming between them. And now, he’s knowingly putting himself into it?”


“I was thinking the same thing,” Mohammad admits. “We’ve been friends forever. He would never jeopardize that. Which can only mean one thing. Noah must really like you. He would never let something come between him and Harry. It’s just not Noah.” 


“Oh shit. That’s it,” I reply, my breath catching. I’m overwhelmed, like I can feel the blood pounding through every vein in my body. 


“What are you trying to say?”


“I’m saying that we know that Harry and I made up last night. But Noah must not. The last he heard, Harry and I were over. I was pretty upset after seeing Harry and Olivia together at the pub. And after, I made some strong declarations to Noah about how I obviously didn’t mean anything to Harry. That we weren’t anything.” I swallow hard, knowing that I’m really in over my head. 


“Oh fuck,” Mohammad breathes out. “This is bad, Mallory. This is really bad.” 


“I realize that! But I need your help,” I say, trying to figure out what to do. 


“No, no, no. This is on you. You have to tell Noah. Like, immediately. Now.” Mohammad’s voice is stern but laced with concern. 


“I’m not sure that’s going to go over well,” I reply. 


Because I know I can’t do it. Things are already going to be weird. And I don’t know how to just throw that in there. Like, Oh, hey, by the way, I know you practically had your lips on mine this morning, but in case you don’t know, your best friend was over here last night, and his lips were on mine, and we’re now officially dating. Yeah, right. 


“Mallory, you need to tell Noah before he finds out from someone else. And Harry can’t know about this.”


I nod my head in agreement.


“I know,” I admit. “I’m sorry I’ve put you in this situation, Mohammad. Are you okay with, well, keeping it a secret?” 


I cross my fingers, hoping his answer is yes. If he isn’t, I could not only lose Noah and Harry, but I could lose Mohammad too. 


“I’m not going to tell Harry because I don’t want to hurt him. But you need to decide, Mallory. Noah or Harry. And if you choose Noah, you should understand that you will probably destroy his friendship with Harry in the process. You’re only here for two more weeks. Is it really worth ruining everything, just to leave us?” His words are harsh and cold. 


“I won’t do that. I promise.” I let out a shaky breath. 


Mohammad’s right. I care about them both too much to ruin their friendship. 


“Good,” he states with a sigh of relief. “I’m sorry. I just got worried.”


“I know. They’re your best friends,” I reply, not sure what else to say.


“You’re my friend too, Mallory. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought up you leaving.” 


“Don’t worry about it,” I tell him, swallowing hard. “It’s the truth.”


“It won’t change our friendship though. You’ll have to come visit over the holidays. The boys’ club won’t be the same without our main girl,” he says, sounding happier. 


I push out a little laugh. I want to be optimistic, but the thought of leaving has my stomach in knots. “Hey, on a side note, have you talked to Sarah at all?” 


“Nah,” he says. 


“Couldn’t keep your interest?” I ask, thinking back to the party Wednesday night.


“Like I said, I’m not looking for anything but fun,” he replies. And I swear I can hear him grinning through the phone. 


“Always on the hunt.” I laugh.


“Exactly. Maybe I need to have a chat with Noah. Sounds like he’s got some good moves on how to get a girl … worked up.”


“I’ll never live this moment down, will I?” I ask, rolling my eyes. 


“Nope.”


“Well, thanks for the advice anyway. I’ll see you at school tomorrow.”


“Anytime,” he says, hanging up.


I throw myself onto the bed, trying to decide what to do. After talking with Mohammad, I just feel more confused. I can’t do anything about what Noah said, except ignore it. I have to pretend that he never said it and hope that’s the end of it. 


I mean, it’s not like he sat me down, took my hands in his, and romantically professed his love for me. He made it a joke, a game even. I’m sure he wasn’t even being serious about it. 


I think about what Mohammad said. 


About telling Noah. 


I probably should. But at the same time, why should I have to? Is it my job to police their friendship? I don’t need to take what he said so literally. 


Besides, maybe he was still sleepy. 


Or he was just teasing. 


Or maybe I’m just telling myself that. 


I decide what I need to do is stop thinking, so I get up off the bed and go down for some breakfast. I’ll scope things out and see how Noah acts. 


Maybe I will casually slide the fact that I’m dating Harry into a conversation, and Noah won’t blink an eye, sparing us both the awkwardness. 


But the idea of telling him sends a pain through my chest. One that I can’t dwell on. 


“Morning,” I greet, walking into the kitchen to find Gene making toast. 


Helen is sitting at the table, the newspaper held open in her hands. 


“Morning,” Gene replies, looking over his shoulder at me. 


“How’d you sleep, dear?” Helen asks, smiling at me over the top of the paper. 


I flash my eyes at her, hoping she isn’t trying to catch me lying about sneaking out front the night before. 


I mean, it’s not like I really went anywhere, but I don’t know if they would be upset about me having a midnight visitor. 


“Soundly,” I reply, nodding my head. My lips are pulled into a smile, and I do my best to look convincing. 


“Good.” Gene smiles. “A good night’s sleep is always important.” 


I nod my head some more. 


“You seemed tired last night,” Helen comments. “I’m glad you got some rest.”


“Me too.” 


The timer on the toaster goes off, and Gene turns, withdrawing his toast.


“Care for some?” he asks, placing jam and butter on the kitchen table. 


“That sounds great. Thanks,” I reply, putting water into the kettle. I turn it on to boil and grab the French press. “I’ll make us some coffee.” 


Well, more so me coffee, but I know Helen will have a cup. When the kettle rings out, I pour grounds into the press, add in the water, and place it on the table to steep. 


“Here’s your toast,” Gene says, setting a plate in front of me. 


“Thank you,” I reply, reaching for the jam. 


“Oh, I forgot to tell you that I got almond butter and bananas from the shop,” Helen says with excitement. 


I drop the spoon back into the jam, turning my head toward her. “Really?” I ask, shocked. 


Because she’s either psychic and as powerful as Mohammad previously suggested that moms are or … 


“Noah had mentioned it.” She smiles, taking in my surprise. 


My mind flits back to our conversation, about how Noah told me I didn’t need to worry about that stuff. To just ask. 


“That was really thoughtful of him,” I admit. Because it was. But as the words come out of my mouth, all I can hear in my head is Mohammad’s voice scolding me. I push it away, focusing back on Helen and Gene. 


“He’s not always the most obvious in showing he cares. But Noah can be quite thoughtful in his actions.” Helen smiles warmly. 


“He’s always been about the small things,” Gene agrees, nodding. 


The small things. 


“That does sound like Noah,” I admit, trying to stop feeling so uncomfortable. “I think he probably is the most thoughtful person I know.” 


“He’s good about figuring out what you need,” Gene replies, buttering his toast as I go to the pantry, pulling out the new jar of almond butter and one of the bananas, taking them back to the table. 


“So, what’s on the agenda today?” Helen asks, stealing a bite of Gene’s toast. 


The toast reminds me of the night I spent at Harry’s. 


Lying in bed with Noah and Harry, eating and talking. 


Waking up the next morning, wrapped up in Harry’s arms. 


I instantly flush, thankful Helen isn’t as powerful as Mohammad believes and can’t read my mind. 


“Well,” I say, clearing my throat, “I have a ton of homework and studying. Tomorrow is my Latin test, and our statistics project is due. And Tuesday, my art project.” I open up the jar of almond butter, sliding a spoonful across my toast. 


“Were you taking Latin at your school in New York?” Gene asks.


I shake my head. “No. I was—am in French. So, I’m doing my best to follow along. Mohammad has actually been a big help.” 


I cut up the banana, putting it on top of the almond butter, and drizzle some honey on it. 


I take my first bite, my eyes practically rolling in pleasure at the deliciousness. 


“Mohammad’s never been the most driven student. I’m glad he’s been able to help you,” Helen confides. 


“Me too. I was also considering taking your advice. I think I might reach out to Naomi today. See if she might be interested in hanging out.” 


“Oh,” Helen coos, rising up from the table, dropping her newspaper. She walks around, pulling me into a hug. “That’s wonderful,” she tells me, obviously having a proud mom moment. 


I can’t help but smile and hug her back. 


“Thanks,” I whisper, pulling away. 


Gene’s looking at us, confused. He just sighs before his eyes land on the French press. He pours two cups of coffee, handing one to Helen and me, before clearing his plate. 


“Have you seen Noah this morning?” he asks. 


I nod. “Yep, I did.” Unfortunately. “I saw him in the bathroom. He is up and at least has brushed his teeth.”


“Probably playing those video games,” he mutters. 


“He deserves a little down time, doesn’t he?” Helen asks, pointing her gaze at Gene. 


I sit back, remaining quiet, not wanting to get involved. 


“He does,” Gene concedes, his lips pulling into a straight line. 


“Don’t worry. After breakfast, I’ll have him start on his homework, so you two can get to the pub this afternoon.” Helen smiles, and Gene’s face softens as he places his hands on her shoulders, kissing her head. 


“What was that about?” I ask after Gene’s moved out of the kitchen. 


“Oh,” Helen says, swatting her hand through the air, “it’s nothing. I think Gene just misses spending time with Noah. And with Mia gone, he’s probably more aware of it. They typically spend Sunday afternoon watching football at the pub.”


“That’s nice they’re able to spend time together,” I admit, my face softening. 


“It’s very important,” Helen agrees. “Family is everything.”


“Helen, can I ask you about Harry?” I say, my mind flicking back to him. 


Helen pulls in her cheeks, her gaze slipping down to her coffee in front of her. “What do you want to know?”


“What is going to be done about … it?” 


“Did Harry tell you anything yesterday?” She sighs, and I sense she’s not sure what to say. She doesn’t want to betray Harry’s confidence, and I hope that’s not what I’m asking her to do. 


“Things after Noah’s game yesterday were terrible, honestly. Harry told everyone he got into a fight. I was so upset about everything. I couldn’t stand to listen to him lie. But then we talked later, and he told me that he was sorry. That he didn’t know what else to do. He said that you two are going to talk to his mom.”


“That about covers it. Harry called last night when Gene and I were out. He called his mom yesterday and asked her to come home. He’s going to let me know when she’s there, so we can all talk.” 


I nod, feeling surprised. Why didn’t Harry tell me last night that he had called his mom? Why am I finding out today from Helen? 


But I guess the better question is, why am I asking Helen and not Harry?


I let out a heavy breath, realizing this is exactly why I didn’t want to be Harry’s girlfriend yet. We’re close, but there are always things I feel like I don’t know. Things that he hasn’t kept from me but hasn’t shared either. 


“I’m glad you two made up. You seemed … worn down last night,” Helen adds, sensing my distress. 


“I am too. Harry’s important to me.” 


Helen nods, pulling her newspaper back up in front of her, our conversation apparently over.


I clear off my plate and then go upstairs and give Harry a call. But first, I text Mohammad, asking for Naomi’s number. A second later, he replies, so I add her as a contact and open up a new text. 





Me: Hey, Naomi. It’s Mallory from school. Look, I really could use a day out of the house and some girl time. I’m down for anything. Any ideas?





I hit Send, hoping that she’ll take pity on me and reply. 


While I wait for Naomi to hopefully respond, I decide I’ll call Harry. 


I hope he isn’t home alone, dreading the conversation to come with his mom. 


“Hello?” Harry answers.


“Hi.” I smile into the phone. “How are you?” I ask, relieved to hear his voice. 


“I’m good. Just at the house.”


“Not with Mohammad?” I ask, wanting him to be the one to tell me. 


“Nah. Apparently, Mum’s coming home from her trip today. Figured I should be home when she gets here.” 


“Do you want me to come by?” I ask, wanting to support him. 


I can hear Harry breathe into the phone, but then he responds, “No. I need to do this on my own.” 


“All right,” I say, trying not to sound hurt.


“You wanted to be here for me,” he says, and I can hear the happiness in his voice. 


“Of course I did. You can depend on me, Harry.” 


After last night, I want things to be different with us. I want him to depend on me more, to really let me in. 


“I know, babe,” Harry replies. “Your support, it means a lot.” 


“Good.” I smile. “If you need anything, just let me know, all right? And I’ll be there.”


“How about I ring you tonight? Let you know how things go?” 


I grin, feeling my heart practically burst with his words. “I would really love that.” 


“You’re so chuffed,” he says, laughing into the phone. 


“Of course I am happy. I’m talking to you. Harry, can I ask you something personal?” 


“What?” Harry responds. 


“Are you scared?” 


I’m hoping he doesn’t take the question the wrong way. 


He’s quiet for a moment, but he finally says, “I’m not scared. But I don’t know how things are going to go either.”


“At least Helen will be there with you,” I say, wanting to comfort him. 


“Yeah, I’m hoping she does most of the talking. But even if not, I’m sure Mum will put two and two together when she sees my face,” he says, his voice straining. 


“It’s going to be hard, Harry. But you can do this. I promise. I-I can’t even imagine what you’re going through right now.” I feel my stomach start to knot up. 


“Yeah. Mohammad wasn’t too happy about me leaving his place this morning. Everyone just seems so concerned for me. It’s freaking me out a bit. I wish everyone would just act normal.” 


“It’s because we all care, Harry. But how about a new topic? You know, I was thinking the other day, there’s this super-cute boy I’m dating. And you see, I’m starting to wonder if he’s ever going to ask me out for a hot date night or if I’m going to have to ask him out myself.”


I smile to myself, hoping he appreciates the change of conversation. 


“Really …” Harry starts, almost sounding taken aback. But I can already tell he’s going along with it. “What a silly man, leaving a woman floundering like that. I can’t believe that he hasn’t taken you out on a proper date yet! What would you say, by chance, if he asked you out for Tuesday night?”


“I think I would probably ask him what he had in mind,” I reply, laughing. And I silently cheer for myself. 


Because Helen would be proud that I’m making him work for it. Honestly, I would be happy, sitting and just talking with Harry, but maybe this will give him something else to think about. Something to look forward to. 


“Maybe he wants to surprise you,” Harry coos.


“Or maybe he needs time to come up with a date idea,” I counter.


“No. It couldn’t be.” He tries to sound convincing but just ends up laughing. 


“I thought not,” I reply, laughing along with him. “Harry, I appreciate you talking to me. Being open. I’m really looking forward to our date.”


“I am too,” he admits. “What do you have going on today?” 


“Homework, homework, and some more homework. I need to study for Latin and finish a statistics project.” 


“You’ll ace it, babe.”


“I think you have unfounded faith in me,” I reply, knowing I will definitely not ace it. 


“Just ask Noah to do it for you. He’s too smart in maths to keep that shit to himself. I’m sure he’ll help,” Harry tells me.


“Yeah,” I say, feeling awkward at the mention of Noah. I quickly change the subject. “You know, I messaged Naomi—” 


“No shit,” Harry interrupts. 


“Yeah, well, Helen suggested it. She said if I wanted a girlfriend, I needed to put in some effort. And apparently, her advice worked because I just got a message back from Naomi. She wants us to get our nails done?” I say, reading the text. 


“That’s … nice?” Harry says. 


He’s probably not sure if I’m excited or not, and truthfully, I don’t know how I feel about it either. I was thinking we might see the city, go to the park, hang out at her house. But I guess if it takes a nail salon to bond us, it will have to do. 


“Well, hopefully, it is.” I laugh. “And I’m secretly hoping that if we become friends before you tell Olivia that we are dating, Naomi might still talk to me after Olivia reinstates her hatred of me.” 


“Speaking of that,” Harry says, “I should probably ring her and take care of that conversation now before Mum gets home.” 


“You’ll have a lot to catch me up on tonight,” I say, thinking about all of the important conversations Harry has pending. 


“Can’t think of a better way to spend my Sunday,” he says sarcastically. 


“Bye,” I say. 


“Bye, babe.” 


After Harry hangs up, I look back over the text that Naomi sent me. She said to meet her at Avon Nails around one. It’s only eleven, so I decide to start studying for Latin. I hide in my room, making flash cards of the words I’m supposed to memorize and the grammar rules I’m supposed to know. When it comes to studying, I’m the queen of prep. I love making flash cards and study sheets. 


But when it comes to the actual studying … I get so bored. 


The task of preparing can be fun and distracting, but actually studying … not as much. 


Helen brings me up a sandwich, checking in on me. After studying for a good hour, I feel like my brain is already fried, and I decide to get ready instead. I take my time with putting on my makeup, and then I choose a black mini, a long-sleeved top, and thigh-high boots. 


And since I have the time, I give my hair a little wave. 


When I’m ready, I look myself over in the mirror, feeling excited to hang out with Naomi. 


I want to leave a little early, giving myself plenty of time to get there. I have to take the tube, and I need to go down into the station to buy a card to use to get on and off. I’ve only taken the tube a few times, but New York has a similar subway system, and I know I’ll be able to manage it on my own. 


When I leave my room, Noah’s coming up the stairs. He slows his steps, looking over me when he gets into the hallway. I have on boots that come up over my knees, but Noah’s eyes easily find the exposed skin past the hem of my skirt.


His eyes slip further up me, and I swallow hard, feeling frozen under his gaze. But then he dips in his brows and crosses his arms. 


“Where are you going?” 


“Out. Obviously,” I reply, widening my eyes at him, already annoyed at his mood. Because who does he think he is!


His brows pull in further, and he glares at me. 


I cross my arms too, wanting to show him that he can’t just interrogate me. 


“Cool,” he says, his face softening.


And it takes me by complete surprise. He slips past me, going into his room. I stand there for a second, staring at the empty spot where he was just standing.


“Yeah, well, I’m actually going to hang out with Naomi,” I say, following him into his room. 


I’m frustrated because Noah already looks disinterested. And I know I should be glad, but his possessive attitude mixed with indifference is infuriating. 


“Are you crazy?” He takes a step closer to me, tensing.


“I am not crazy.” I scowl at him. “I think we’re going to get along actually.”


“Right.” Noah snorts. “You have to know that this is going to cause more drama.”


“No, it’s not,” I counter. “Naomi is nice. And sweet.” 


“And she’s Olivia’s best friend. You could literally pick anyone else. Why do you have to be friends with her?”


“Why are you so worked up about this? She’s nice, and we have a class together. That’s it.”


Noah pushes his hand through his hair while I scan his face. He looks upset, and part of me wants to reach out to him. But the other part of me wants to scream at him. 


“I just don’t want the drama. I thought that would be done after yesterday,” he says. 


And my stomach instantly drops. 


“Noah, I’m looking forward to this. I have no idea how it will go, but I want to move past everything with Olivia too,” I admit.


Noah pulls his lips to the side, looking away from me. And I can tell he’s thinking. 


“Well, I’m sure you’ll have fun then,” he finally gets out, connecting his gaze with mine. 


The way his dark eyes linger on mine sends butterflies through my stomach. 


And I know that I have to squash them. 


I rip my eyes away from his, taking a step back because I need the space between us. 


“Thanks. And where are you off to today?” I ask, noticing he’s in jeans and a sweater. 


“To the pub with Dad,” he says, a smile forming on his lips. 


“You excited?” I ask, grateful for the change of subject. 


“We always have a good time.” 


“Well, I should probably go,” I finally say, turning toward his door. 


But something stops me. 


And it’s Noah. 


He takes my arm in his hand, pulling me back toward him and into a hug. 


I stand motionless, completely shocked. 


“I’m sorry. I was being an ass,” he says, causing my arms to seemingly act of their own accord, wrapping around him, hugging him back.


“I don’t want drama either.”


Noah holds me tighter. My hands move across his shoulders. Then, all of a sudden, I’m rubbing his back, my hands having a mind of their own. 


I try to stop them. I really do. But I can’t. 


Noah lets out a soft moan, tucking his head down next to mine. 


I instantly flush, my body reacting. I press my fingers deeper into his skin, my nails digging in. 


Noah’s palms press flatly against my back and then move down my back to my butt, causing me to bow toward him. 


Goose bumps rise across my skin when he stops at my tailbone, dragging his hands back up. 


His hands are warm but firm. 


He presses into my hips, pulling me even closer. 


Then, I realize just how close we are. How our stomachs are touching. How lots of parts are touching. 


“Fuck,” I barely whisper, trying to peel myself off of him. I force my fingers to let go of his skin, taking a step back. 


Noah’s eyes are glazed over, his mouth slightly open. His gaze moves from my lips up to my eyes. 


“I, uh … I need to go,” I say, standing straight as a board. I keep my mouth closed and try to look composed. 


“I do too,” he admits, rubbing his hand down the back of his neck. 


I nod, knowing that I have to get out of his room. 


I slip past him, rushing down the stairs. 


“Bye, guys,” I call out to Gene and Helen, who are both seated in the living room. 


Helen is reading a book while Gene is typing on his computer. 


“Bye,” they say back as I practically fly out the front door. 


The second I’m out of their sight, I take a moment to try to relax. But it doesn’t work. Not even the cool air helps. Because my mind is going wild.


I definitely like Noah. 


At least, my body does. 


But the thing is, I know that what I’m feeling is wrong. 


Because I care about Harry. 


I really like him. 


Things have just been so intense with Noah. He’s so hot and cold. Either hate or hug. 


And it has to stop. 


Because I think if that stops, so will these crazy, wild emotions I’m feeling. 


I like Noah, but I want to be with Harry. 


And Harry has made it clear that he wants to be with me. 


I just need to stop letting whatever Noah says or does get to me so much. 


I push my shoulders back, knowing that I’ve decided. 


I need to make it clear to Noah that I’m with Harry. And that, despite wanting to be his friend, I have to set some boundaries with him. 


I make my way to the tube station, only having to go two stops before I get off. When I emerge from the hidden tunnels below the city, I take in the beautiful and uniform brick buildings. There are a lot of people out, cars rushing down the street. The noise somehow calms me, and I weave through the crowds until I get a few streets off the main road, easily finding Avon Nails. 


I let out a heavy breath and then pull open the door. Everything in the salon is white, and there are flowers on every workstation. 


Rows of colorful nail polishes line one wall. 


I notice Naomi immediately. She’s seated in one of the waiting chairs, her eyes glued to her phone. She throws her phone into her purse, getting up when she sees me. 


“Hey.” She smiles, moving her face toward mine. I almost pull away but then realize she’s just trying to kiss my cheeks to say hello. She puts her cheek up to mine on each side, her hand on my shoulder. “Find it all right?” she asks, her eyes coming up to meet mine. 


“Yeah.” I nod at her. 


“Ladies, follow me,” the woman at the reception desk says to us, “I’ll show you to your chairs.” 


I let Naomi go first, following behind her. 


“Can I offer you tea or water?” the woman asks. 


“Yes, please,” Naomi says. “Tea for me.” 


She glances over at me, and I decide, What the heck?


“Tea would be great. Thanks.” 


She takes us to two desks in the back, so we can sit next to one another. 


“Here are the colors,” the woman says, placing the ring with nail-color swatches onto my table. “I’ll be back shortly with the teas.” 


I nod at her and then look over to Naomi. “What color are you going to get?” I ask, handing her the ring of polish options. 


She holds up her hand, examining it. Her nails are long and rounded, painted gold and pink. She purses her lips, narrowing her eyes in on the colors. 


“I was thinking a pink,” she says, turning to look at me. 


I take in her cream-colored sweater and distressed high-rise jeans. Her blonde hair is curled, falling softly over her shoulders, and a light-pink gloss highlights her lips. 


I smile at her. “I think pink suits you,” I say, agreeing. 


She laughs, nodding her head. “I think it does too.” 


Her gaze comes up to mine, and she holds my eyes for a minute. 


“Let me see your fingers,” she says, grabbing on to my hand. She examines my short and clean nail beds, pursing her lips. “Nikki is going to have her work cut out for her.” She laughs, flicking her gaze back up to mine. 


“I’ve never been good about getting my nails done,” I say, withdrawing my hand from hers. 


“I think you should get extensions. Nothing too long but just enough, so they look feminine,” she states, looking again at the color swatches. 


“You think?” I ask, not really sure. 


“Of course. You can still get a darker color,” she confides. “I’m guessing you’re more of a gray or blue person.” 


“You guessed right,” I admit, letting out an easy laugh. 


“It’s funny, the colors we’re drawn to. See, I always go for golds and pinks because of my complexion,” she starts. “But with your hair and grayish eyes, I can see why you would choose something darker.” 


I smile at her as two nail technicians sit down opposite us. 


“I’ll do this one,” Naomi says, pointing out the pink she wants. “And my friend Mallory wants this one,” she says, pointing to an almost stormy blue. 


Her eyes flash up to me, checking, and I nod my head in agreement.


“I am also thinking about extensions,” I add, furrowing my brow, unsure of what I’m getting myself into. 


Naomi’s eyes brighten, and she nods, obviously excited for me. 


The technicians get to work, soaking our fingers and buffing out our nails. 


“I appreciate you taking pity on me today,” I say, looking over at Naomi. “I really needed to get out of the house.” 


“How is it going? I’m sure it must be … different, living with a host family,” she says. 


“You know, I’ve actually gotten used to it. The Williams are great, and their house is warm and welcoming. I literally have nothing to complain about. But sometimes, with it just being Noah there and how I’m always hanging out with the guys at school, I miss girl time.” 


Naomi laughs, her eyes softening. “I can imagine. I have two younger brothers, and sometimes, I can’t handle it.”


“Aww,” I coo. “I’m an only child, and I’m usually home alone. It’s been kind of strange, constantly having people around.”


“But you like it more than you thought, don’t you?” she asks, studying me.


“Yeah. It’s nice. I thought I might feel suffocated, but I don’t.”


“I’ve heard Noah’s family is like that. Olivia,” she says, glancing over at me, “used to tell me about how Harry was always over there. She made it sound like Harry was really close with them.”


“He is,” I confirm. Naomi doesn’t add anything, so after a minute, I ask, “Are you close with your family?” 


“Yeah. My parents are usually busy, and my brothers take a lot of time and attention, but they always put in effort to spend time with me. I think I’m pretty lucky to have a good relationship with them.”


I nod at her, thinking that maybe we have even more in common than I thought. I glance down at my nails, seeing one full hand with extensions, the other ready for its makeover. 


The things we do for friends. 


“What do you think about Noah?” she says, grabbing my attention. 


I glance over at her, but her eyes are on her nails. 


“What do you think about him?” I ask, smiling at her. “You’ve known him a lot longer than I have.”


“Noah’s a dish.”


My mouth practically falls open at her statement. 


“What?” She laughs, her eyes sparkling. “He is. And I won’t believe you for one second if you try to tell me you haven’t noticed.”


She’s smirking at me now, and I want to roll my eyes at her, but she has a point.


“He’s not the worst thing to look at,” I agree, letting go of a breath. “But he’s infuriating. We argue all the time, and he’s so up and down. He has more mood swings than anyone I’ve ever met.” 


Naomi smiles, her nose scrunching up. “He’s always been one of the smartest in our class. For a long time, Olivia wanted me to date him, so that way, we could double date together. But I don’t know. We used to hang out, but we’ve never really hit it off. It sounds like you two are close though.”


“Are you dating anyone now?” I ask, curious. 


She shakes her head. “I’ve been talking to this guy, but it doesn’t seem like it’s going anywhere. He was at my party last week. I’m not sure if you remember him. He has short, dark hair and beautiful brown eyes.” 


Her eyes practically glaze over, and I can tell she’s got it bad. 


“Well, where do you want it to go?” I ask. “Do you want a boyfriend? Or are you just looking for some fun?” 


“I guess a boyfriend. I don’t know. I wasn’t really looking, but we met at a party, and he’s a bit of a dish. He’s shown interest, but we always end up only seeing each other with other people around.”


“Do you get nervous?” I grin at her, watching her blush. 


“Yeah. It’s hard because we text, but he hasn’t initiated, like, a date. He’ll just ask if I’ll be places and say that he’s excited to see me. I don’t know …” 


“All right,” I say, turning toward her, “if he’s texting you, he’s obviously interested, especially if he isn’t just texting you for … well, you know. He’s asking if he’ll see you, stuff like that. So, the next time you talk, invite him over. Something that’s just chill and casual. Let him know what you’re doing and that you want to see him. If he comes just because you asked, you’ll have your answer.”


Naomi’s eyes go wide. “That’s brilliant. Then, I’ll know if he actually likes me or is just talking to me as a friend.”


“Yep.” I smile at her. 


“I would have never thought of that. You’re really good with this stuff.”


Her eyes are still wide, and it makes me wonder if I really did blow her mind with my advice. 


“I’m just direct. I don’t mind flirting and playing around if you know that’s what it is. But there’s nothing worse than feeling almost in limbo.” 


I look down at my nails, seeing that the extensions are now on all of my fingers. The technician has cut them down and is adding the color to them. 


“It’s funny. Olivia is direct too. She’s always giving me advice that I’ll never take. She wants me to text him and just ask him out or show up at a party I know he’ll be at and walk up and kiss him.” 


“Well, her advice isn’t so bad if that’s what you want.” I laugh, easily seeing those statements coming from Olivia. 


“It isn’t if you’re fearless,” she says with a laugh. “But unfortunately, that’s not me.” 


“Have you and Olivia been friends for a long time?” 


“Forever really. We went to primary school together. Our families have always run in the same circles. Olivia is emotional and bold. She says what she thinks and is impulsive. But I love that about her.”


“You two probably balance one another.” 


Because everything about Naomi is soft and sweet. She’s easy to talk to, and she seems like she has a kind heart. I can see why Olivia is friends with her. 


“We definitely do.” Naomi laughs. 


“I’m sorry again about your birthday. I’m not sure Olivia and I could ever be friends, but I don’t hate her. I don’t want there to be drama with us.” 


Naomi nods, glancing at me. “Unless Olivia is back with Harry or moves on, she will probably never be friends with you,” she says. “But I think it’s a shame. You’re really nice, and if anything, she should be mad at Harry, not you.” 


I smile, feeling relieved that Naomi is still willing to be friends with me anyway. 


“It’s just an awkward situation. Because I am with Harry.” 


Her eyes flash at me. “Like, you two are together, together?” 


“We’re definitely dating.” I can tell she’s shocked. 


“That’s weird. Olivia thought that she might get back together with—” She stops talking, quickly closing her mouth. “Regardless, maybe we all can get together. Me, you, and Olivia. I think if she could get past this whole hating you thing, I could see you two as friends.” 


And this time, I’m the one who must look shocked.


“We’ll work on it,” I say graciously, not wanting to shut her idea down. But I know there’s no way that’s going to happen. 


Naomi smiles, nodding her head at me. She really does look optimistic. 


“If you want, you’re always welcome over too. If you ever need a break from the little brothers.” I laugh. “Most of the time, I’m just hanging around with Noah or studying.” 


Naomi’s eyes brighten, and I can tell she loves the idea. “Oh, that would be so fun. We could have a proper girls’ night in. Have a sleepover, put on face masks, and watch trashy TV.” 


“Think we could get Noah to put on a face mask?” I ask, raising my eyebrows at her in question.


“Definitely.” She grins, her eyes sparkling. “Maybe even matching pajamas as well.” 





When I leave the nail salon, I’m feeling good about our friendship. 


Or at least, the prospect of having one with Naomi. 


It’s weird because she reminds me so much of Anna. They’re both girlie and sweet with bubbly personalities. It makes me feel a little homesick, thinking about it, but also grateful. 


I look down at my nails, taking in the new color and length. I’m not sure I’ll ever get them again, but it was fun to do something different. 


To get to hang out with Naomi. 


To get out of the house. 


And to actually hear something from a girl’s perspective. 


It’s good to have balance, and I can definitely use some of Naomi’s advice. 


I think, to her, the world is simple. Boys are a little complicated, but friends can overcome anything, and smiles should be freely given. And anything pink is always a bonus. That’s Naomi to me, and I really like that. Because my life has seemed way too complicated lately.


And I need simple. 





When I get back to the house, I catch Helen in the kitchen, deciding to ask her about a sleepover now. 


“How did the outing go?” she asks, peering up at me with hope. 


“It went great actually,” I gush. “Naomi wants to have a sleepover this week. I wanted to check with you first.”


“Of course.” She grins at me proudly. “You just can’t stay up too late. And no excuses about classes the next day,” Helen says the words sternly, but her cheeks are rosy, and I can tell she’s excited for me. 


“Thanks.” I grin at her, feeling lighter and relieved. “I’ll let her know.”


“I’m glad it went well. You girls will have a ball,” Helen replies. 


“Trust me, Naomi already has it all planned out. We’re doing face masks and pizza. The works.” I laugh. 


“It sounds like she does,” she says, agreeing. 


“I’m going to go up and get started on Statistics,” I tell her, glancing over at the clock. 


“I’m making you, Gene, and Noah stew for dinner. I’m going to let it sit in the slow cooker, so you three can eat it whenever, but I’ll be heading over to Harry’s sometime tonight.”


“Okay,” I say, my stomach instantly tightening. 


Because I’m worried for Harry, and I don’t know what’s going to happen with his mom today. 


And I really wish I could be there to support him. 





I head up to my room and sit down at my desk. 


I need a distraction, and I’m hoping that if I focus, maybe I’ll be able to finish this statistics project. I get out my notebook, flipping through the notes I took in class, and open my textbook to the right chapter. 


I write out the problem, starting from the beginning alongside what I already had from earlier in the week. I fix a mistake that I made, getting further than I have all week. 


Yes. I grin to myself, feeling like I can actually do this. 


But after another twenty minutes of trying to work through the next step, I can’t. 


I slam my book shut. 


Why? Why does Statistics have to be so hard? 


I get up and pace in front of my desk. I think through the problem again, but I know I’m not going to figure it out. 


Shit. 


The only thing I can do now is ask Noah for help, and I’m going to have to. I go into the hallway and press my ear up to his door, wondering what he’s doing. I listen but don’t hear anything. 


Maybe he’s doing homework, like me. 


Or playing his video games silently, though that seems a little far-fetched.


I knock but don’t get an answer. I push into his room, wondering where he is, but my eyes land on Noah, sprawled out across his bed. He has earbuds in, pieces of cut-up magazines surrounding him. 


“Whatcha doing?” I ask, taking in the mess around him. It brings a grin to my face, and I jump onto his bed, sending a few magazine clippings flying into the air. 


“Shit,” Noah says, looking up at me, startled. He pulls his collage against his chest, his eyes wide. 


“Everything all right?” I ask, tilting my head at him. I raise my chin, trying to sneak a look at what he’s hiding. 


“Fine,” he says, nodding vigorously. 


He brushes a few clippings off of his bed and onto the floor. Which is surprising to me. 


“You going to show me what you’re working on?” 


“It’s not finished yet,” he says, collecting himself. Then, he just shrugs. “Maybe after it’s done, I’ll have something to show you.” 


“All right …” I narrow my eyes in on him, wondering why he’s being so weird. But I refocus, my mind moving back to Statistics. “So, since you’re apparently a math genius, I was wondering if you could pretty please help me with this problem. Because, I swear, if this school messes up my GPA, among other things, I’m going to lose my shit.” 


Noah laughs as I continue, “I’m going to need therapy regardless from this traumatizing exchange experience, and I have to admit, the fact that I’m going to cost my dad a small fortune in therapy bills almost makes it worth it.” I grin at him, teasing. 


“Has anyone ever told you that you’re dramatic?” Noah shakes his head at me, his eyes bright. 


“Has anyone ever told you that you’re observant?” I fire back, feeling smug. 


“Touché.” 


“But really,” I ask, pressing my palms together in front of my chest, “help me?”


Noah nods. 


“Thank you,” I practically sing out, already in a better mood. Because now that I know Noah will help me, I can finally be done with this assignment. “I’ll go grab my book,” I say, getting up off his bed. 


“No. I, uh … I’ll come to your room,” he says, his voice almost catching. 


I look at him, wondering what has him so freaked, but I just nod. “Okay.” 


Noah follows me out of his bedroom, closing the door behind him. When we get into my room, he plops down onto the bed, outstretching his legs in front of him. I hand him my paper along with the textbook and a pencil. He scans over the problem, his eyes moving quickly down the page. 


And I have to give it to him; he must be really good at math. 


Because I can barely make out one line of it, let alone just scanning along like that. I pace across the room, waiting for him to come up with a solution. 


“Where are your notes from Friday?” he asks, looking up at me.


“I … didn’t take any,” I say, giving Noah my best I’m innocent smile. Because I know he’s about to scold me. I scrunch my head down, trying to hide from his gaze. 


“Please just help me,” I whine, pushing out my bottom lip, fully pouting now. It’s the only thing I can do. 


Noah’s face softens, and he disapprovingly shakes his head at me. 


“Come here,” he says, scooting over on my bed, making room for me. 


I sit down next to him, careful to keep my distance. 


“What?” I reply, looking down at my tragic paper. 


“So, this part right here,” he says, pointing to one of my formulas, “you have the formula right, but the solution is wrong. I think if you adjust that, you might actually have the correct answer.” 


I glance over at Noah in shock. “Really?” 


Because if I heard him right—and I think I did—he just said that I got the formula correct, all on my very own! 


“Yeah.” He nods at me, his lips pulling up at the corner. 


“Thank you.” I grin at him, taking the paper from his hand. I grab the pencil, biting on the eraser until I figure out which part to change. I erase away my work and adjust it to what I think is the right answer. 


I glance over at Noah, and he nods at me. 


Once I get that changed, the rest of it makes sense, and I finally make it to the end. 


To just one answer. 


“Oh my God,” I say, feeling relieved, looking down at my paper, “I did it.” 


“Look at that,” Noah says, his eyes scanning over my adjusted work. “You actually did.” 


He looks up at me, a smile on his face and maybe a touch of pride. And I have to admit, I feel it too. 


“Thank you,” I say, wrapping my arms around him. But I quickly pull away, not wanting a repeat of this morning. 


“Don’t worry about it.” Noah pulls away too, sitting up straighter. “So, you never said, how was it with Naomi?” 


I get up and put my textbook onto my desk. “It was really fun.” 


“I have to say, I didn’t expect these things,” Noah says, grabbing on to my hand and examining my nails. He holds them up in front of his face, taking in their new length and color. 


“She insisted that I needed more feminine fingers.” I laugh. 


“These are more like daggers than nails.” He chuckles, scrunching up his nose. 


“Hey!” I try to pull my hand away, not wanting him to talk badly about my forty-pound manicure. 


Noah’s eyes sparkle at me, and he bites into his lip, not letting go of my hand. 


“What are you going to do?” he teases, looking up at me. 


“Well, I’m not going to let you talk shit about my nails, for one,” I say, arching an eyebrow at him. 


“No?” he asks, mimicking my look in challenge. 


“No,” I state. 


Noah pulls me down next to him, pinning me onto the bed. 


“Noah.” I laugh, trying to push him off of me. 


But he’s laughing now, too, and holding on to my hands, holding them both above my head. He peers down at me, a grin on his face. 


“You know, I’m beginning to think you’re all talk,” Noah says, smirking at me. 


“You’re such a jerk,” I say, trying to pull my hands free. 


Noah tightens his grip, keeping my hands pushed into the bed. 


“What am I supposed to do anyway? You have me pinned down,” I huff. 


Noah lowers his head closer to my face, his lips brushing against my ear. “The question isn’t what you would do. The question is what you’d let me do,” he whispers. 


I suck in a hard breath, trying not to freak out. Noah is holding on to my hands with only one of his now, his other hand slipping down across my ribs. He pulls his face back, looking down at me. 


“But hey, if you want to be in control, I don’t mind,” Noah says, his gaze serious. 


Suddenly, he rolls over onto his back, pulling me on top of him so I’m seated in his lap. He grabs on to my hands, making me pin down his own hands over his head. I’m so close to him that I can feel his breath against my cheek. And my heart is pounding in my chest. I look down at him, searching his eyes. 


“See,” he taunts, “all talk and no action.” 


I pull back, ready to slap him, but then he’s laughing and grinning at me. 


“You’re so annoying,” I growl, pushing at his chest. 


He holds up his hands in defense, but all I can feel is his stomach bouncing under me, matching his laughter. 


“You have the best reactions,” he lets out mid-laugh. 


I roll my eyes at him, irritated that he always seems to be the one with the power. I want to do something to wipe that smug smile off his face, but I can’t think of anything. 


Because my head is so foggy. 


And I’m really annoyed. 


I slip off of his lap and onto the bed next to him, crossing my arms over my chest. 


“You’re upset,” Noah says, his eyes still bright. He tilts his head at me, sitting up. 


“Obviously,” I say, glancing over at him. 


Because who does he think he is? He can’t just play around with me like that. 


My whole body is still in shock because he never gives me a warning. 


He just acts, and I somehow fall into it. I get sucked in, and it makes me mad at myself. 


Noah scoots over, so he’s sitting crisscross in front of me. “Don’t be upset.” 


“I’m not upset,” I say, looking at him. “I’m … confused.”


I watch him, hoping to find clarity in his reaction. But Noah doesn’t have one. His face just softens, his eyes connecting with mine. 


“What are you confused about?” he asks.


I’m confused about how I’m feeling.


I’m confused about the way my body reacts to you. 


I’m confused as to why you keep taunting me. 


I’m confused as to why I haven’t told you about Harry yet. 


“Nothing,” I reply, shaking my head. “It doesn’t matter.” 


I crawl around Noah and get off the bed, needing to stand. Noah turns, uncrossing his legs, looking at me. 


“We never ended up getting sushi the other night. You know, because of everything with Harry,” Noah comments.


“What?” I ask, trying to follow his train of thought. 


“You in the mood for it tonight?” He looks up at me, his brown eyes boring into mine. 


“Are you asking me out on a date?” I blurt out. And I immediately regret it. Because of all the things I could have said or asked, that was the worst. My hand itches to come up and cover my mouth, to hide my face, but I don’t let it. I just stare at Noah, not sure what he’s going to say. 


“A date?” Noah repeats. He looks at me like I just told him the most hilarious joke. “Don’t be ridiculous.” He laughs, standing up from my bed. “I’ll go get dressed.” 


I nod, staring at him, not sure what to say. I break eye contact, sitting down at my desk as he walks out of my room. 


He was laughing at me. Like, genuinely laughing. I cannot believe he had the nerve to think that I was joking! And he didn’t even blink! He didn’t flinch. 


I get up, throwing my notes onto my bed, knowing that I should feel relieved. 


And I am. 


Because any awkwardness that could have occurred was forcefully denied by his reaction. And I want to scream.


Because this just confirms it. 


He’s messing with me. 


And I’m done letting him. 


“Ready?” Noah asks, leaning into my room.


I look back at him, finally seeing clearly for the first time today. 


“Ready,” I agree. 





“I think my brain is stuffed full,” Noah says, slamming his textbook shut.


We decided, instead of getting sushi out, we’d pick it up and bring it back to snack and study. I had suggested it because I didn’t really want to sit across from Noah, feeling mad and frustrated while trying to eat. 


Noah leans back against his headboard, running his hand through his hair. He has one leg crossed over the other, his body outstretched. 


“I’m with you.” I close my Latin book. “I’m pretty sure I took every Latin word I knew and somehow managed to learn it wrong. I swear, I’m not sure I can even distinguish one letter from another,” I say, rubbing my eyes. 


I’m tired from reading for so long, and I blink a few times, trying to pull myself out of study mode. 


“You’re going to do great on your test,” Noah comments. 


“I just hope I pass,” I reply, looking up at him. 


His expression is soft, and this is the Noah that I want. The Noah who is sweet and kind. The Noah who helps me with Statistics and quizzes me on Latin terms. 


I don’t want the Noah from before. The one who makes me feel unsure. 


The one who makes me feel out of control. 


Noah cracks a smile, his lips pulling at the corner. “Worst case, you can just sneak a peek at Mohammad’s test. I’m sure he won’t do terribly.” 


Noah laughs, and my eyes instantly go wide. 


“Are you suggesting I cheat?” I ask with a laugh. 


Because Noah is not the cheating type. He’s the work hard and see results or look at it this way or see, it’s so simple; you were only off one number from having the right answer type. He’s not the sneak a peek at the next sheet over type. 


“I’m suggesting that you relax. Besides, it’s always an option.” He grins, wrinkling up his nose. 


“It’s not,” I say, scolding him. But I smile too. Because I know he’s kidding. “Thanks for the help today,” I add. 


“Don’t worry about it,” Noah says, stretching out his arms in front of him. “You got pretty far in that question, and the part you missed wasn’t obvious. You should feel good about it.” 


“You’re too nice to me when it comes to Statistics. I’m really just terrible, but I appreciate the—” I’m interrupted when my phone goes off, and I look down at the screen, seeing Harry’s name pop up. 


I quickly push the phone against my chest, trying to shield it from Noah’s view. 


“All right?” Noah asks, his eyes scanning my face, probably sensing my distress. 


“Fine,” I reply, trying to figure out what to do. “I’ve got to take this.” 


I get up off his bed and quickly walk into my room, closing the door shut behind me. 


“Hey,” I say, answering the phone. 


“Hey.” Harry’s voice sounds rougher than this morning. 


“How are you?” I ask, immediately concerned. 


He lets out a heavy breath. “I’m doing all right.”


“Yeah?” I say, not wanting to push him. 


“It was hard to see my mum,” he admits. “She freaked out.”


“I bet she did,” I reply. 


I can’t imagine being a mom and seeing my child hurt. Especially by someone who is supposed to love them. 


“She knew Dad had a temper but apparently didn’t realize to what extent. She spent exactly five minutes feeling sorry for me and the rest of the time cursing him,” he goes on. 


“Oh,” I say, surprised. 


“Yeah.” 


“So, not really supporting you?” I say, confused. 


“Not really. But at least, now, she knows,” he says, almost casually. 


“Did she say what she’s going to do?” 


“She wants to leave my dad,” he states. 


And instantly, I feel sick to my stomach for him. Because regardless of the circumstances, it’s never easy to see your family break apart. 


“It’s for the best. It’s not like they’ve been a loving couple in the past anyway. And I think, more than anything, this is her chance to take him to court.” 


“It’s going to get messy,” I state. 


“All my mum cares about is herself and getting away from my dad. She’s using me as a way to get more money,” he says flatly. 


“Do you really believe that?” I ask. 


Harry lets out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know. Maybe, deep down, she does care. But I could see it in her eyes. She was livid at him for what he had done. And I could see she wanted to make him pay for it. I guess, regardless of her reasons, it’s something.” 


“You deserve better than that,” I say, not holding back. “And you deserve to feel safe.” 


“Mum’s already been on the phone with her lawyers. I’m staying at Mohammad’s tonight.”


“That probably has you feeling a little off.” Because I understand that not being in your own space can make you feel even more out of your element.


“I would rather be with you,” Harry says, causing my insides to instantly warm. 


“I would too,” I admit. “Harry, everything is going to be okay.”


“It’s sweet of you to say that,” he replies. “But I can already tell, Mum’s going to drag me into this. And I’m going to be stuck, standing between them while they yell at each other.”


“Don’t think like that,” I say, wanting to comfort him. 

