


Contents

Chapter	1:	A	Grand	Adventure	Begins

Chapter	2:	Sophie’s	New	Roommate	and	Geoff’s	Old	Girlfriend

Chapter	3:	New	Pastime

Chapter	4:	A	Birthday	That	We	Will	Remember

Chapter	5:	A	Change	of	Direction

Chapter	6:	Meet	The	Parents

Chapter	7:	Things	Are	Changing

Chapter	8:	Paris	Ville	De	L’amour

Chapter	9:	Getting	To	Know	You

Chapter	10:	Shock	And	Awe

Chapter	11:	Strolls

Chapter	12:	All	Bets	Are	Off…	Right?

Chapter	13:	Back	To	Real	Life

Chapter	14:	Not	A	Peanut’s	Christmas	Concert

Chapter	15:	Christmas	Surprises

Chapter	16:	Choices	And	Consequences

Chapter	17:	California,	Here	We	Come!

Chapter	18:	Merry	Christmas

Chapter	19:	Reality	Bites

Chapter	20:	A	Belated	Christmas	Present

Chapter	21:	A	Taste	Of	Paradise

Chapter	22:	New	Year’s	Resolutions

Chapter	23:	May	The	Dominos	Fall

Chapter	24:	Accusations,	Threats,	And	Regrets

Chapter	25:	Where’s	A	Time	Machine	When	You	Need	One

Chapter	26:	The	Book	Of	Sophie

Chapter	27:	You	Can	Never	Really	Come	Home	Again

Chapter	28:	When	It	Rains,	It	Pours

Chapter	29:	So	Much	For	Senioritis

Chapter	30:	Let’s	Try	And	Have	Some	Fun	Again



Chapter	30:	Let’s	Try	And	Have	Some	Fun	Again

Epilogue:	Sophie’s	New	Job,	Geoff’s	Life



Chapter	1:	A	Grand	Adventure	Begins

July	22,	1992

Sophie’s	Perspective

The	letter	arrived	during	the	summer	of	1992.	July	16,	1992,	to	be	exact.	I	was	almost
fourteen.	Alternative	music	was	big,	the	public	World	Wide	Web	was	still	in	its	infancy,
and	Brenda	and	Dylan	were	starting	to	drift	apart	on	“Beverly	Hills	90210.”	My	best
friend,	Heather	Shields,	and	I	were	sitting	on	my	dad’s	front	porch,	eating	cherry	ice	pops,
when	the	mailman	stopped	by.

“Hey,	Mr.	Lomax.”	I	licked	up	the	pop	juice	about	to	drip	onto	the	porch.

“Hi,	Sophie.	Here’s	your	mail	for	the	day.”	Mr.	Lomax	smiled	and	handed	me	a	stack
of	letters.

“Thanks!”	I	got	up	and	motioned	Heather	to	come	inside	with	me.	We	had	just
returned	from	a	camping	trip	that	morning	and	were	going	to	watch	the	latest	episode	of
“90210”	that	I	had	taped.	The	show	had	been	an	obsession	for	us	since	the	beginning	of
junior	high.	The	off-season	episodes	were	our	favorites	since	we	didn’t	have	to	wait
through	a	summer	hiatus.	This	week	was	supposed	to	be	killer,	with	Dylan	kissing	Kelly.

My	dad,	Dan,	was	a	paramedic	for	the	Santa	Barbara	County	Fire	Department.	We
lived	in	a	small,	two-story	house	in	Goleta	Valley,	a	Santa	Barbara	suburb	a	couple	of
miles	from	the	beach.	When	I	tell	people	about	where	I	grew	up,	I	usually	just	mention
Santa	Barbara	and	UCSB.	It	was	my	own	personal	slice	of	heaven.	I	had	lived	in	Goleta
my	entire	life,	just	my	dad	and	me.	Mary,	my	mom,	had	left	us	years	ago.	I	still	saw	her	on
the	odd	occasion,	like	my	junior	high	graduation	last	June.	My	dad	and	I	were	as	close	as
we	could	be,	barring	the	inescapable	fact	that	I	now	had	breasts.

“Sophie,”	Heather	said.	“I	am	going	to	get	some	sodas,	okay?”

“Okay.”	I	flipped	through	the	envelopes.	On	one,	Ed	McMahon	announced	that	my
father	could	be	the	latest	millionaire	from	the	Publishers	Clearinghouse	Sweepstakes.
Another	envelope	held	our	electric	and	water	bills.	The	final	envelope	was	one	of	those
thick	ones	that	you	expected	to	see	when	you	got	accepted	into	college.	Looking	at	it	for	a
moment,	I	took	a	deep	breath.



Last	winter,	my	art	teacher	had	encouraged	me	to	apply	to	Dowsford	College,	a	prep
school	in	Nottingham,	England.	Ms.	Reece,	who	was	from	England,	rambled	on	about	the
merits	of	the	Dowsford	arts	department.	The	school	accepted	a	limited	number	of	new
students	and	very	few	non-British	students.	Heather	and	my	other	best	friend,	Lex,	made
me	apply.	Actually,	Lex	ransacked	my	room	for	my	drawings,	and	Heather	filled	out	my
application.	They	stole	my	Nirvana	tapes	until	I	agreed	to	fill	out	the	essay	portion.	My
dad	threatened	to	put	a	parental	lock	on	the	cable	to	show	only	ESPN	if	I	didn’t	complete
the	scholarship	applications.	All	this	work	took	more	than	a	month,	but	I	finally	got	both
the	admissions	application	and	financial	form	completed,	and	my	dad	sent	them	FedEx	to
the	U.K.

Six	months	later,	here	I	was,	looking	at	the	envelope	emblem	for	Dowsford	College.
The	quality	of	the	paper	reminded	me	of	the	wedding	invitations	that	Lex’s	cousin	had
sent	out	last	spring.	The	envelope	was	really	beautiful,	a	work	of	art.

Heather	walked	into	the	kitchen.	“Sophie,	do	you	want	to	make	popcorn?”	She	then
noticed	my	expression.	“What	happened?	You	look	really	freaked	out.”

I	turned	and	held	up	the	envelope.	

Looking	at	it	with	wonder,	she	exclaimed,	“Holy	crap!	It	finally	came.	Open	it!”

“I	can’t,”	I	whispered.	This	envelope	had	the	potential	to	change	everything	in

my	life.

“Are	you	kidding?	A	thick	envelope	means	good	news.	Remember	when	my	sister	got
her	acceptance	to	Stanford	last	year?	Don’t	be	such	a	chicken.”

I	nodded	and	started	to	open	it,	telling	myself,	Like	a	Band-Aid,	Sophie.	Just	open	it.	I
then	ripped	open	the	beautiful	paper.	With	shaking	hands,	I	pulled	out	the	letter.

Dear	Miss	Walker,

We	are	pleased	to	announce	your	acceptance	to	Dowsford	College…

“Oh,	my	God!”	I	dropped	the	letter	like	a	hot	potato.



Heather	picked	it	up	and	read	it.	“Oh,	my	God!”

We	both	started	squealing	and	jumping	up	and	down.	I	hadn’t	heard	anything	after
being	waitlisted	in	the	spring,	so	I	had	assumed	that	my	application	had	been	turned	down.

“I’m	calling	Lex!”	Heather	headed	to	the	phone.

I	nodded	and	started	reading.	The	letter	explained	that	in	addition	to	my	acceptance,	I
was	receiving	a	scholarship	that	covered	tuition	and	board.	The	letter	also	outlined	the
expenses	that	would	be	my	family’s	responsibility.	School	started	in	September,	and	I
needed	to	be	moved	into	the	dorm	the	week	before	the	first	day	of	term.

Lex	raced	into	the	doorway	a	couple	of	minutes	later	with	Heather’s	boyfriend,	Kevin.
We	all	took	turns	looking	at	the	letter	until	my	dad	got	home	around	6	p.m.

“Hey,	kids,	I	thought	you	would	be	around	the	TV,	watching	that	guy	Duke	Sperry,”	he
said,	teasing	me.

“It’s	Luke	Perry,	Daddy.	Look	what	came	in	the	mail	today,”	I	said,	handing	him	the
paperwork.

Frowning,	he	took	it	from	me.	As	he	read,	he	broke	into	a	grin,	the	eye-crinkling	one
that	I	loved.	It	made	him	look	like	a	kid.

“Sophie,	this	is	amazing!	Congratulations,	sweetie,”	Dad	said,	pulling	me	into	a	hug.
“We	have	some	plans	to	make,	huh?”	My	dad	was	happy,	but	I	could	tell	he	was	also	a
little	sad.

Looking	at	my	dad’s	expression,	it	hit	me	for	the	first	time	that	I’d	be	leaving	soon.	I
would	no	longer	see	him	or	my	friends	every	day.	When	I	had	filled	out	the	paperwork
back	in	January,	I	hadn’t	believed	there	was	a	chance	in	hell	that	I	would	get	accepted.	I
applied	mostly	to	get	people	off	my	back.	Before,	I	had	thought	I	would	mostly	likely
leave	for	UCLA	or	UCSB,	schools	within	driving	distance.	Dowsford	was	5,000	miles
away.

I	wouldn’t	turn	fourteen	until	September,	after	school	had	started.	Panic	started	to
settle	in	as	the	euphoria	morphed	into	the	realization	of	what	this	meant.	No	more	Dad	or



Lex	or	Heather.	What	I	would	do	without	my	“90210”	night	with	Heather?	No	more	sunny
weather.	I	had	never	been	out	of	the	country,	but	I	knew	how	cold	and	wet	England	could
be.

When	I	realized	all	the	changes	this	would	mean	for	me,	I	broke	out	in	a	cold	sweat.
My	dad	took	one	look	at	me	and	turned	to	my	friends.	“Kids,	go	watch	that	‘90210’	show.
I	need	to	speak	with	Sophie	for	a	moment.”

With	that,	Dad	led	me	up	the	stairs	to	my	room.

“I	don’t…	I	don’t	want	to	do	this,”	I	whispered	to	him	as	we	passed	by	his	army	photo
and	my	fifth-grade	graduation	headshot	on	the	way	to	my	bedroom.

My	room	was	my	haven.	Artwork	that	I	had	created	over	the	years	adorned	the	walls.
Attempts	at	impressionism,	abstracts,	and	drawings	of	cities	stared	at	us.	My	art	teachers
thought	I	had	the	makings	of	either	a	junior	Frank	Lloyd	Wright	or	Georgia	O’Keefe.	My
drafting	table	sat	in	front	of	the	window.	The	corkboard	on	my	dresser	was	covered	with
photos	of	my	friends	and	from	our	spring	formal.	Lex	and	Heather	were	musicians,	and	I
had	done	the	cover	artwork	for	their	band.	Kevin	was	their	manager.

My	dad	walked	in	with	me.	“Okay,	baby,	I	know	you’re	scared,	but	you	can’t	give	up
on	this,”	he	said,	sitting	me	on	my	bed	as	he	took	the	desk	chair.

“I’ll	be	five	thousand	miles	away,”	I	mumbled,	looking	down	at	my	nails.

“I	know,”	Dad	said	quietly.	“It’s	going	to	be	a	big	change	for	us.	I	didn’t	think	I	would
lose	my	little	girl	this	soon,	but	this	is	an	amazing	opportunity,	Sophie.	You	get	few
chances	like	this	in	your	lifetime.	Who	knows	what	this	could	mean	for	your	future?	Let’s
talk	about	this	over	pizza.”

We	walked	back	downstairs	where	Heather,	Lex,	and	Kevin	were	sitting	around	the
kitchen	table.	They	looked	at	me	worriedly.	“You	okay,	Sophie?”	Heather	asked.

“Yeah,	I	just	had	a	stupid	panic	attack,”	I	said,	trying	to	act	nonchalant	like	the	worldly
woman	I	wasn’t.

“You	have	to	do	this,”	she	said.



“What	I	am	going	to	do	without	Perry	Thursday?”	I	asked	as	we	hugged	tightly.

“Expand	your	taste	in	men,”	Lex	commented	dryly.

We	all	laughed,	and	Dad	ordered	the	pizza.	By	my	second	slice,	I	decided	to	accept.
Like	Dad	said,	this	was	the	chance	of	a	lifetime.	This	school	had	the	possibility	to	open
doors	that	I	couldn’t	even	fathom.	The	letter	was	dated	July	15th,	and	I	had	to	notify	the
school	by	July	30th	about	my	acceptance.

The	rest	of	my	summer	was	spent	in	a	whirlwind	of	activity	to	prepare	for	my
upcoming	journey.	Dad	spent	the	next	few	weeks	arranging	my	airfare,	student	visa,	and
dorm	assignment.	He	also	had	to	find	a	guardian	for	local	emergencies.	Teachers	were
sending	me	assignments	that	I	needed	to	complete	before	the	start	of	school.	It	was	a	big
change	for	someone	who	usually	spent	her	summers	on	the	beach.

August	arrived,	and	I	was	ready	to	leave	for	Dowsford,	specifically	the	Martin	House
dorm,	my	new	residence	for	the	next	four	years.	My	friends	and	I	gathered	at	LAX	to	say
goodbye.	I	wouldn’t	be	coming	home	until	winter	break,	since	the	British	don’t	observe
Thanksgiving,	and	Dad	didn’t	have	the	money	for	multiple	trips	overseas.	That	meant	I
wouldn’t	see	any	of	my	friends	again	until	Christmas.	They	gave	me	a	going	away	party
the	night	before	and	a	framed	photo	of	our	spring	formal	for	my	dorm	room.	

At	the	airport,	Heather	and	I	hugged	a	tearful	goodbye,	and	Dad	took	my	backpack.	He
was	coming	to	Dowsford	to	get	me	settled,	and	then	I	was	on	my	own.	With	one	more	hug
for	Heather,	and	a	promise	to	write,	I	turned	around	and	followed	my	father	toward	my
future.



Chapter	2:	Sophie’s	New	Roommate	and	Geoff’s	Old	Girlfriend

September	1995	–	Three	years	later

Sophie’s	Perspective

I	hate	the	cold.	Back	home,	it	had	been	a	pleasant	80	degrees	when	I	departed	from
LAX.	Here,	in	early	September,	it	was	already	50	degrees	—	oh,	sorry,	I	meant	10	degrees
Celsius.	One	of	the	hardest	things	about	living	in	England	is	getting	used	to	the	fucking
cold.	And	the	fucking	metric	system.	Hah!	If	bad	weather	and	the	metric	system	were	only
things	I’d	had	to	put	up	with,	I’d	have	been	a	lucky	girl.

But	first	the	good	things.	I	found	that	an	ocean	wasn’t	big	enough	to	keep	me	away
from	my	friends.	We	had	written	to	each	other	every	other	week	since	my	first	year	at
Dowsford.	They	sent	me	a	group	of	letters	one	week,	and	I	responded	the	next.	Those
letters	kept	me	sane	the	first	couple	of	terms.	The	only	other	positive	aspect	about
boarding	school	was	the	excellent	education.	My	placement	scores	were	high	enough	that
I	was	assigned	a	year	ahead	of	my	age	level.	The	students	couldn’t	believe	that	the
“Yank,”	as	they	“lovingly”	referred	to	me,	“who	couldn’t	fuck	her	way	out	of	a	paper	bag,
let	alone	place	a	year	ahead	in	class.”

In	England,	there	are	thirteen	grades	for	university-bound	students,	instead	of	the
twelve	we	have	in	the	States.	Placing	in	tenth	grade	kept	me	academically	on	the	same
level	as	my	counterparts	in	the	States.	However,	it	didn’t	endear	me	to	most	of	my	new
classmates	here,	the	majority	of	whom	were	at	least	a	year	older	than	I.

Now	to	the	negatives	of	this	cultural	experience.	The	big	one	was	Geoff

Carmichael	and	his	friends,	to	whom	I	“lovingly”	referred	as	the	Legacy	Crew.	The
Legacy	Crew	were	a	group	of	students	were	attending	Dowsford	for	either	one	or	both
reasons.	They	had	a	relative	who	attended	in	the	past	or	someone	made	a	large	donation
on	their	behalf.	The	Legacy	Crew	usually	met	both	criteria.	Geoff	was	the	exception	to	the
rule	his	grades	were	outstanding.	There	were	two	other	students	that	stood	be	between	him
and	the	top	place.	I	was	one	of	those	two	students	who	had	a	higher	GPA.

When	I	had	started	here,	I	stood	out	with	my	accent	and	used	uniforms.	I	was,	in	fact,
the	only	American	in	the	school.	Thankfully,	Dowsford	had	a	good	consignment	store	so
my	uniforms	were	not	too	far	behind	the	current	style.



Also,	unlike	Geoff	and	his	friends	who	partied	their	time	away,	I	had	to	work	to	make
sure	I	had	spending	money.

Geoff	and	his	friends	went	out	of	their	way	to	point	out	how	different	I	was	and	how	I
didn’t	fit	in.	His	girlfriend,	Vivienne,	loved	calling	attention	to	my	faults.	Now,	in	some
sick	twist	of	fate,	Geoff’s	sister	Emma	was	my	roommate	this	year,	my	fourth	and	final
year	in	England.

Oh,	joy.	Oh,	bliss.	My	roommate	was	a	debutante	related	to	the	head	of	the

Legacy	Crew.	In	fairness	to	Emma,	since	she	was	a	year	behind	me,	I	hadn’t	had	much
to	do	with	her.	She	hadn’t	gone	out	of	her	way	to	harass	me,	but	I	didn’t	want	to	give	her
the	chance.

I	entered	my	new	dorm	room	an	hour	before	the	other	students	would	arrive.	Dad
couldn’t	afford	an	extra	plane	ticket	to	get	me	settled	in	each	new	school	year.	He	had
come	that	first	year	to	get	me	set	up,	but	every	year	after	that,	I	had	been	on	my	own.
After	three	years	of	going	back	and	forth,	I	was	familiar	with	the	process.	While	I	wasn’t
popular	at	Dowsford,	I	did	have	a	couple	of	good	friends,	mostly	British	kids	who	were
also	on	scholarship	or	whose	parent	was	a	teacher	here.	Those	friends	were	the	only	ones
not	confirming	my	opinion	that	England	is	filled	with	feeble-minded	idiots.

Instead	of	living	at	the	school,	like	me,	my	Dowsford	friends	drove	home	at	night	since
their	parents	lived	near.	I	had	stayed	with	a	couple	of	them	when	the	dorms	closed	early	or
opened	late.	The	affordable	airfares	didn’t	always	coincide	with	the	ideal	traveling	dates.
This	year,	I	was	lucky.	I	had	caught	the	redeye	out	of	LAX	and	arrived	at	Heathrow	early
this	morning.	One	train	ride	later,	I	was	now	back	at	school	and	had	checked	in	early.

I	unpacked	my	bag	and	started	settling	in.	The	first	thing	I	always	took	out	was	the
photo	my	friends	had	given	me	when	I	had	initially	departed	for	my	“grand	adventure,”	as
we	referred	to	it.	I	had	newer	photos	from	over	the	years,	but	this	one	had	a	place	of	honor
on	my	dresser.	Looking	around,	I	wondered	if	I	should	wait	for	Emma	to	see	what	side	of
the	room	she	wanted.	A	little	while	later,	the	door	opened.

“Sophia,”	said	a	tall,	willowy	girl,	with	a	dancer’s	built.	She	had	to	be	around	5’8

dwarfing	my	5’3	frame.	“Hi,	I’m	Emma!”

Oh	God,	I	thought,	here	we	go	—	bring	on	the	Yank	jokes.	“Hi,”	I	said,	putting	my
hand	out.



Throwing	her	arms	around	me,	Emma	surprised	both	me	and	her	brother,	who	was
helping	carry	in	her	luggage.

“Oh,	Sophia,	I’m	so	glad	that	we	are	finally	meeting!	We’re	going	to	be	the	best	of
friends!”	she	said.

“Okay,”	I	said,	not	sure	what	else	to	say.

“Cool	it,	Emma,	or	the	Yank	will	run	back	to	Mum	and	Dad.”	Geoff	smirked	at	me
with	a	lit	cigarette	dangling	between	his	lips.

Two	other	things	I	hated	about	the	Legacy	Crew.	Geoff	and	his	cronies	referred	to	the
US	as	the	colonies	and	its	inhabitants	as	colonists	while	the	rest	of	the	Brits	called	it	the
States.	As	if	the	fucking	Revolutionary	War	and	the	War	of	1812	hadn’t	happened.

Second,	these	people	smoked	cigarettes	like	I	drank	water.	Apparently,	they	hadn’t
bothered	to	read	the	warnings	on	cigarette	packs	or	listen	to	public	health	announcements
about	the	dangers	of	smoking.	It	was	a	huge	culture	shock	for	me,	coming	from	a	city
where	smoking	was	outlawed	in	most	restaurants	to	a	place	where	smoking	was	a	socially
accepted	practice.

But	I	truly	detested	Geoff	Carmichael.	He	was	an	asshole	of	the	highest	order.	Geoff
was	a	living,	breathing	example	of	how	beauty	is	only	skin	deep.	Brilliant	and	handsome,
he	had	girls	falling	all	over	him.	Geoff	stood	out	with	his	dark	auburn	hair	and	turquoise
eyes.	Most	redheads	usually	had	freckles,	but	not	Geoff.	His	flawless	complexion	showed
none	of	the	acne	that	plagued	most	teens.	Geoff	had	no	humility	about	his	appearance	or
station	in	life.	He	loved	flaunting	both.

I	knew	that	I	couldn’t	spend	a	year	with	his	sister	if	he	was	going	be	hanging	around	in
my	room.	I’d	go	postal,	and	assault	and	battery	wouldn’t	look	good	on	my	college
applications.

“Smoking	is	bad	for	your	health,”	I	said,	opening	a	window,	even	though	the	smoke
didn’t	really	bother	me.	My	dad	had	been	a	smoker	for	years,	and	I	was	kind	of	immune	to
it.	“My	country	acknowledges	it,	and	your	country	acknowledges	it.”

Geoff	started	laughing.	“Really,	Walker?	That’s	the	best	you	can	do?”	he	asked.	“Come
now,	you	can	do	fucking	better	than	that.”



“Geoff,	I	don’t	need	to	do	better	than	that.	Natural	selection	will	do	the	job.	Let	me
know	if	you	want	me	to	nominate	you	for	a	Darwin	award.”	Lex	would	have	been	proud
of	me.

“Okay,	Geoff,	behave,”	Emma	said.	“And	she’s	right.	Just	because	you	can	legally	buy
them	now	doesn’t	mean	you	should.”

“You’re	right,	my	dear	sister.	How	about	condoms,	instead?”	Geoff	laughed	and
ducked	as	Emma	threw	a	pillow	at	him.

“Leave!	Don’t	worry	Sophia,	his	bark	is	worse	than	his	bite.”	She	turned	to	me	as
Geoff	left	the	room.	“Which	side	would	you	like?”

Frankly,	I	was	shocked	that	she	made	her	brother	leave.	And	now	she	was	asking	for
my	opinion	about	the	room?	She	was	the	first	roommate	in	four	years	who	took	my
feelings	into	consideration.	Maybe	this	wouldn’t	be	so	bad.

“It	doesn’t	matter,”	I	said.	“How	about	the	right	side?”

“That’s	fine.	Let’s	get	unpacked.”	She	reached	for	one	of	her	bags.

Deciding	to	push	my	luck,	I	said,	“Emma,	I	don’t	mean	to	be	rude,	and	I	know	this	is
your	room,	too,	but	please	let	me	know	beforehand	if	your	brother	is	going	to	come	over,
so	that	I	can	be	scarce.”

“Sophia,	this	is	your	room.	If	Geoff	makes	you	that	uncomfortable,	I	will	just	hang	out
in	his	room	when	he	wants	to	visit.	But	I	hope	you	give	him	a	chance.	I	know	he’s	been	a
git	to	you,	but	you’ve	never	seen	him	outside	of	here.	He’s	a	nice	guy	when	he	flies	solo,”
she	said,	continuing	to	unpack.	She	had	six	pieces	of	Louis	Vuitton	luggage,	which	made
my	one	suitcase	and	my	dad’s	army	bag	look	really	pathetic.

I’ll	have	to	see	it	to	believe	it,	I	thought	to	myself.	But	maybe	with	a	roommate	like
Emma,	the	year	wouldn’t	be	so	bad	after	all.

I	turned	to	her	and	said,	“By	the	way,	my	friends	call	me	Sophie.”



“Sophie	it	is,	then.	That’s	unique.	I	don’t	know	many	Sophies.”

I	laughed	a	little.	“My	mom	was	a	hippie,	and	my	father	is	former	army.	Her	name	is
Mary,	so	she	wanted	to	make	sure	my	name	stood	out.	My	dad	wanted	to	make	sure	she
didn’t	name	me	Rainbow	or	any	other	flower-child	name.	Sophia	was	their	compromise.”
And	one	of	the	few	compromises	they	ever	had,	I	thought	to	myself.	My	dad	liked	it
because	was	traditional	name	while	my	mother	love	the	fact	that	it	was	not	common.	As
they	both	said,	it	was	extraordinary	for	an	extraordinary	girl.

Emma	turned	around	to	say	something	and	saw	me	take	out	my	art	supplies.	Unlike
my	luggage	and	clothes,	I	went	all	out	with	my	art	supplies.	I	spent	most	of	my	disposable
income	on	my	art.	My	goal	was	to	become	an	architect,	but	I	loved	to	paint	and	sketch	as	a
hobby.	Wherever	I	went,	my	supplies	went.	I	had	a	portable	easel,	a	professional	paint	set
and	Prisma	colors	—	you	name	it,	I	had	it.	The	only	thing	I	had	to	leave	at	home	was	my
drafting	table.	I	missed	it	and	had	to	make	do	with	the	standard	desk	in	the	room.

“Wow!	Are	you	an	artist?”	she	asked.

“Actually	I	want	to	be	an	architect,	but	I	love	to	draw.”

“Can	I	see?”

I	shrugged	and	said,	“Sure.”

Emma	looked	through	my	sketchbooks.	“Wow,	Sophie!	These	are	amazing.	I	am	so
jealous.	I	love	art,	but	I	can’t	draw	worth	crap.	I	want	to	study	art	history	in	University.”

“I	want	to	study	design,”	I	said,	a	little	flattered.

“You	should	think	about	studying	to	be	a	professional	artist.”

I	just	laughed.	While	I	loved	to	paint	and	draw,	I	also	liked	to	eat.	Architecture	was	a
good	way	to	combine	art	with	practicality.	I	had	strong	math	and	science	skills,	so	the
chances	of	getting	into	a	top-notch	design	program	back	in	the	States	were	good.

“Thanks.	That’s	nice	of	you	to	say,”	I	said.	“We’ll	see.	If	you	get	your	art	gallery,	I’ll



give	you	a	full	showing.”

She	gave	me	her	brother’s	smirk	and	said,	“I’ll	hold	you	to	that.”

I	smiled,	not	thinking	that	it	would	ever	come	true.

Geoff’s	Perspective

Bugger,	bugger,	bugger,	I	thought.	Sophia	Walker	had	to	be	my	sister’s	roommate	this
year.	Sophia	was	an	enigma	from	the	first	time	I	had	seen	her	on	campus.	She	had	long
brown	hair	and	big	brown	eyes.	With	her	glasses,	Sophia	was	hot	in	a	librarian	sort	of
way.

Sophia	was	painfully	shy.	My	friends	and	I	had	all	taken	advantage	of	that	fact	when
she	started	here.	The	pranks	we	pulled	on	her	had	been	legendary	and	the	girls	had	been
brutal	to	her.	It	wasn’t	uncommon	for	Sophia	to	get	spitballs	in	her	hair	or	have	her	clothes
disappear	from	gym	class.	The	best	(or	worst,	depending	on	your	opinion)	was	when	one
of	the	girls	slipped	green	food	dye	in	her	shampoo.	Her	hair	looked	like	grass	for	a	week
after	that	one.	Sophia	actually	got	a	demerit	for	that,	since	having	hair	an	unnatural	color
was	against	the	rules.

It	was	no	secret	that	she	was	here	on	a	scholarship.	Being	the	only	American	in	our
school	made	her	stand	out.	She	wore	consignment	uniforms,	so	hers	were	a	couple	of
years	behind	the	current	fashion.	Sophia	worked	at	the	Dowsford	bookstore	after	school.
When	she	wasn’t	working	at	the	store,	she	was	studying	in	the	library.	I	knew	this,
because	I	hooked	up	with	her	roommate	last	year,	Ivy,	while	I	was	on	an	off	period	with
my	girlfriend,	Vivienne.	Since	my	roommate	had	a	girlfriend,	Ivy	and	I	used	her	room.
Sophia	had	the	unfortunate	timing	to	walk	in	during	one	of	our	make-out	sessions.	Ivy,
thoroughly	pissed,	threw	Sophia	out	of	the	room.	I	felt	sorry	for	Sophia,	especially	when
Ivy	ranted	about	what	a	goody	two-shoes	she	was.	That	was	the	last	time	I	ever	hooked	up
with	Ivy.	The	hair-dying	incident	happened	a	week	later.

Sophia	was	a	quiet	girl,	but	there	was	something	about	her.	She	didn’t	seem	to	spend	a
lot	time	on	her	appearance	like	other	girls	I	knew,	not	that	she	needed	it.	She	had	a	lot	of
personality.	One	of	the	reasons	I	kept	teasing	her	like	I	did	was	to	see	that	feisty	side	of
her.	On	the	rarest	of	occasions	like	today,	when	she	rose	to	the	bait,	she	never	failed	to
make	a	witty	comeback.	I	wanted	to	see	that	side	of	her	more	often.

With	those	thoughts	in	my	head,	I	walked	into	my	dorm	room	and	started	unpacking.



My	roommate,	Simon,	was	already	there.	“Your	sister	settling	in?”	he	asked.

I	nodded.	Simon	had	had	a	crush	on	my	sister	for	a	while	now.	They	had	made	out	a
few	times	over	the	summer,	much	to	my	chagrin.	He	was	trying	to	convince	her	to

start	dating.	I	had	to	admit	that	Emma	could	do	worse.	But	that	still	wasn’t	a
recommendation	I	could	give	my	sister.

“You	scare	out	the	Yank	yet,	or	are	you	planning	to	make	a	career	of	it	this	year?”	he
asked.	One	thing	about	Simon	—	he	might	be	a	good-looking	guy,	but	he	could	be	a	real
jerk.	Hence,	I	wasn’t	thrilled	about	him	dating	my	sister.

“I	plan	to	make	it	a	sport.	Especially	if	she	gets	feisty	on	me	like	she	did	today.”	I
threw	a	t-shirt	at	him,	wiggling	my	eyebrows.

“Vivienne	arrive	yet?”	Simon	asked,	dodging	the	shirt.	“Maybe	we	could	double,	you
and	Vivienne,	me	and	Emma?”

I	shrugged	at	the	comment.	The	thought	of	Emma	and	Simon	getting	any	more
involved	was	pushing	me	dangerously	close	to	hives	and	a	desire	for	a	rum	and	coke.	I
had	the	rum,	now	I	just	needed	the	coke.	“Hey,	let’s	grab	David	and	go	to	the	student
store”	I	said,	opening	the	door.

We	grabbed	David	from	his	room	and	started	down	the	hallway.	Simon	was	ahead	of
us.	The	three	of	us	were	just	goofing	off.	Suddenly,	Simon	froze.	I	looked	around	and	saw
Vivienne	kissing	Stas	Petrov,	a	Russian	exchange	student,	whose	father	had	a	made	a
fortune	with	oil	in	the	new	Russian	freed	state.	His	family	was	rumored	to	have	ties	to	the
mob.

They	stopped	kissing	when	they	heard	Emma’s	startled	shriek.	She	was	standing	there
glaring	in	outrage,	with	Sophia	beside	her.	Vivienne	gasped	and	looked	at	me.	I	guess	we
were	in	an	off	stage	again.

Sophie’s	Perspective

I	was	putting	up	my	pictures	on	my	corkboard	while	Emma	was	hanging	up	her
clothes.	Despite	my	initial	misgivings,	we	were	having	a	lot	of	fun	together	that	first	day.



We	had	the	same	obsession	with	90210.	Emma	couldn’t	believe	that	I	was	actually
from	the	same	state	as	the	show.	I	explained	that	my	dad’s	house	was	a	three-	or	four-hour
drive	away	from	Beverly	Hills.	She	didn’t	care	and	wanted	to	know	if	I	had	ever	been	to
Rodeo	Drive.	I	laughed	and	told	her,	“Never	as	a	customer.”	

We	were	both	addicted	to	“Friends,”	the	new	TV	show	that	had	previewed	last	fall.
Like	me,	Emma	was	hoping	that	Ross	and	Rachel	would	get	together.	Taking	a	second
look	at	her,	I	realized	that	Emma	was	sporting	“the	Rachel”	haircut	that	Friends	had	made
popular.	We	were	already	talking	about	taking	the	train	into	London	to	see	the	Tate
Modern.	In	my	time	here	in	England,	I	had	yet	to	actually	tour	London,	and	according	to
Emma,	that	was	an	unforgivable	sin.

While	I	was	pointing	out	my	friends	and	family	in	my	photos,	Emma	asked	if	I	had
eaten	anything	yet.	I	realized	I	hadn’t	eaten	anything	since	I	got	off	the	plane	this	morning.

“Hey,	why	don’t	we	go	to	the	student	store?	We	can	grab	some	sodas	and	sandwiches,”
she	offered.

“Sounds	good,”	I	said,	pinning	up	my	last	photo.

On	the	way	to	Geoff’s	room,	Emma	continued	to	talk	about	her	life.	She	spoke	about
Simon	Knight,	another	Legacy,	which	she	had	dated	over	the	summer.	Emma	was	hoping
Simon	would	become	her	first	real	boyfriend.	As	we	turned	the	corner,	we	noticed	a
couple	kissing,	while	Geoff	stood	frozen.

“You	fucking	bitch!”	Emma	screamed,	running	up	to	the	kissing	couple.

“Oh,	shit,”	I	said,	as	I	realized	the	girl	in	the	embrace	was	Vivienne,	Geoff’s	girlfriend.
Geoff	stood	staring	in	shock,	and	for	a	moment,	I	felt	bad	for	him.	Thinking	quickly,	I
grabbed	Emma	before	she	could	attack	Vivienne.	I	didn’t	want	her	to	get	into	trouble.
“Emma,	stop!”

That	seemed	to	snap	Geoff	out	of	his	stupor,	and	he	immediately	punched	the	boy	that
I	recognized	as	Stas	Petrov.

Vivienne	jumped	onto	Geoff’s	back.	“Geoff,	stop	it!”



With	Geoff	preoccupied,	Stas	started	to	hit	him.	David	Lyons,	Geoff’s	best	friend,
rushed	over	from	his	room	across	the	hallway	to	help	his	friend.	David	was	6’5	and	a	solid
wall	of	muscle.	He	was	built	like	linebacker	and	could	intimate	anyone	by	his	size.

Emma	managed	to	get	loose	and	started	pulling	Vivienne	off	her	brother’s	back.
Seeing	the	chaos	unfolding,	I	my	key	chain	out	and	pressed	the	small	air	horn	that	Dad
had	given	me	when	I	moved	to	England.	It	looked	like	a	small	aerosol	can	but	sounded
like	a	fire	truck	siren.	The	sound	pierced	the	hallway,	stopping	everyone.	They	covered
their	ears	and	stared	at	me.

“What	the	fuck	was	that?”	Vivienne’s	hands	gripped	her	head.

“That,	you	skank,	was	an	air	horn,”	I	retorted,	pissed	that	she	had	started	this	whole
mess.	I	mean,	hello…	if	you’re	going	to	cheat	on	your	boyfriend,	at	least	do	it	out	of	sight.

“Who	the	fuck	are	you	calling	a	skank,	you	bitch?!”	Vivienne	screamed,	getting	in	my
face	ala	Jerry	Springer.

You’ve	got	to	be	kidding	me,	I	thought.	“You	heard	me,	Vivienne,”	I	said,	calming
down	a	little.	“It	wasn’t	me	kissing	someone	who	isn’t	my	boyfriend.”

She	raised	her	hands	to	hit	me.	Emma	started	coming	to	my	defense,	I	shook	my	head.
Three	years	of	being	pushed	around	had	gotten	to	me.

On	instinct	I	acted,	catching	her	and	the	people	watching	us	by	surprise.	I	hooked	my
foot	under	her	ankle	and	yanked.	She	was	on	her	back	in	two	seconds	flat.

“If	you	had	ever	bothered	to	get	to	know	me,	you	would	have	known	my	dad	is	ex-
military,”	I	snapped.	“Besides	giving	me	this	lovely	little	device,	he	taught	me	how	to
defend	myself.	Just	because	I	don’t	sink	to	your	level	when	you	make	fun	of	me	doesn’t
mean	I	don’t	know	how	to	fight	back!”

“You’re	going	to	pay	for	this,	bitch,”	she	fumed,	her	friend	Ivy	helping	her	up.

Looking	at	the	crowd,	particularly	at	Geoff,	I	waited	to	see	if	anyone	would	stand	up
for	me,	anyone	but	Emma.	No	one	said	a	word.



I	just	shrugged	my	shoulders.	Looking	at	her,	I	said,	“What	else	is	new,	Vivienne?
How	is	this	any	different	than	the	way	you	or	anyone	has	treated	me	since	I	moved	here?
Don’t	blame	me	for	something	you	did.	This	is	between	you	and	Carmichael.	I	just	saved
you	from	being	killed	by	his	sister.	And	I	only	did	that	because	I	didn’t	want	Emma	to	get
into	trouble.	You	know	what?	I	hope	you	and	Carmichael	make	up	because	you
completely	deserve	each	other.”

I	turned	and	left,	hoping	no	one	could	hear	my	heart	pounding	or	see	my	eyes	fill	with
tears.	Walking	into	my	room,	I	grabbed	my	sketchbook	and	some	charcoal	before	going
outside.



Chapter	3:	New	Pastime

Geoff’s	Perspective

Simon	and	I	were	in	the	Student	Union,	throwing	darts.	It	had	been	a	couple	of	weeks
since	I’d	caught	Vivienne	with	Stas.	The	ensuing	drama	accompanying	my	break-up	had
led	me	to	become	more	introspective	than	usual,	and	the	gossip	mill	was	in	high	gear.

What	got	my	attention	was	the	fact	that	I	wasn’t	that	upset	about	the	breakup	itself.	In
fact,	I	was	actually	relieved,	as	I	had	planned	to	break	up	with	her	after	the	end	of	the
school	year.	Once	I	started	dating	Vivienne,	I	knew	this	would	not	be	a	long-term
relationship.	She	was	beautiful	to	look	at	but	had	no	real	personality	to	speak	of.	It	sucked
that	I	wouldn’t	be	getting	head	anytime	soon,	but	this	was	a	lot	easier	than	a	scene	after
graduation.

However,	I	now	understood	what	Sophia	went	through	on	a	daily	basis.	Since	my
public	break-up,	people	whispered	and	looked	me	at	when	I	walked	by.	After	Sophia
kicked	Vivienne’s	ass	and	told	me	what	she	thought	of	me,	I	started	looking	at	my
behavior	and	realized	what	a	prick	I	was.	Having	my	sister	as	Sophia’s	roommate	had
given	me	better	insight	into	her	personality.	Emma	loved	her	and	kept	talking	about	her
when	she	and	I	met	up	for	coffee	or	lunch.

“Mate,	you	need	to	get	over	this	depression	phase,”	Simon	said,	taking	a	turn	at	the
darts.	“You	can	find	any	new	bird	just	like	that.”

“Fuck	that.	I’m	taking	a	break	from	the	whole	dating	scene.”	I	grabbed	a	dart	and
made	a	bull’s-eye.

“Who’s	talking	about	dating?	I	am	talking	about	getting	your	knob	polished,”	Simon
smirked,	taking	a	drink	of	his	soda.

“Look,	I’m	not	interested,	okay?”	I	said	pointedly,	slouching	on	the	couch.

“Geoff,	you	need	to	start	dating,	or	Vivienne	will	think	she	has	won.”

“Simon,	I’m	not	competing	with	Vivienne.	She	wants	to	date	Stas	Petrov?	All	the
power	to	her.	I	don’t	give	a	damn.	It	wasn’t	like	we	were	going	to	last	into	university.”	He



and	I’d	had	this	discussion	several	times	since	the	incident.

Simon	started	to	laugh.	“What?”	I	asked,	not	really	caring.

“You	know	what	you	need?”

“No,”	I	muttered,	annoyed	with	this	whole	situation	scene.	What	I	needed	was	a
change	of	scenery.

“You’re	bored.	What	you	need	is	to	get	revenge.”

“Really?”	I	replied,	although	he	was	right	about	me	being	bored.	I	had	been	bored	for	a
long	time	before	my	break-up.	Getting	revenge	on	Vivienne	could	be	fun.	“What	do	you
have	in	mind?”

“Who	do	you	think	Vivienne	hates	most	at	the	moment?	Who	humiliated	her	that
day?”

Anyone	with	half	a	brain	knew.	“That’s	easy	—	Sophia,”	I	said.

“How	about	you	start	hanging	out	with	Sophia?”

I	looked	at	him	and	started	laughing.	“Are	you	barking	mad?	The	girl	hates	my	guts.	I
wouldn’t	be	surprised	if	she	had	a	dartboard	somewhere	with	my	photo	on	it.	She	won’t
even	be	in	the	same	room	with	me	unless	it’s	related	to	an	assignment.”

Simon	just	shrugged	his	shoulders.	“Since	when	do	you	give	up	on	a	challenge?	If	I
remember,	that	is	how	you	ended	up	with	Vivienne.	We	bet	you	that	you	couldn’t	get	her
into	bed	within	seventy-two	hours.	You	did	it	in	thirty-six	and	ended	up	dating	for	two
years,”	He	reminded	me.	“C’mon	–	you	get	in	with	the	ice	queen	before	Christmas,	I’ll
give	you	three	hundred	pounds.	And	another	thousand	if	you	make	it	through	June.”

Simon	did	have	a	point.	I	hooked	up	with	Vivienne	because	he	and	David	had	bet	me
that	I	couldn’t	get	her	into	bed	within	three	days.	Vivienne	was	almost	too	easy,	and	she
was	so	good	that	I	decided	to	keep	dating	her.	She	was	a	welcome	distraction.	But	I	did
not	want	a	distraction	anymore.	I	wasn’t	looking	for	true	love,	but	I	did	want	to	change	the
direction	my	life	was	taking.	I	knew	how	Sophia	saw	me,	and	now	I	realized	that	my	sister



saw	me	in	the	same	way.	She	had	made	that	quite	clear	after	the	incident	with	Vivienne.

Immediately	after	Sophia	left,	Emma	had	pulled	me	aside	and	yelled	at	me	for	my
reaction.	Hanging	out	with	Sophia	would	have	been	social	suicide	a	few	weeks	ago.	After
the	incident,	although	she	still	wasn’t	popular,	people	had	a	grudging	respect	for	her.

Hanging	out	with	Sophia	didn’t	mean	I	would	have	to	fall	in	love	or	date	her,	but	it
could	be	fun.	That	feisty	side	of	her	was	fascinating.	A	light	friendship	with	her	could	add
some	excitement	to	the	year.	It	would	have	the	added	effect	of	driving	Vivienne	insane.	It
also	would	help	Sophia	socially	to	be	seen	with	me	every	now	and	then.	This	was	a	win-
win	situation.	Plus,	if	I	could	make	it	through	June,	I	was	looking	at	1,300	pounds.

“Okay,	I’m	in.	You	know	I	love	a	bet.”	I	smirked	at	him.

“Wicked!	How	about	we	sweeten	it?	I’ll	give	you	an	extra	five-hundred	pounds	if	you
get	her	into	bed.”

“Simon,	you	know	how	much	Emma	loves	her.	She	would	have	both	our	balls	if	she
found	out	about	the	bet.”

“Emma	wouldn’t	have	to	know.	You’d	be	doing	the	Yank	a	favor.	Why	should	she
graduate	a	virgin?”	He	snickered.	“Come	on,	you	did	it	with	Vivienne,	and	Vivienne
thought	it	was	hysterical.”

I	might	be	a	prick,	but	even	I	had	standards.	First	off,	when	I	accepted	that	bet	about
Vivienne,	it	was	common	knowledge	that	she	wasn’t	a	virgin.	She’d	had	an	affair	with	our
French	teacher,	Mr.	Radcliffe,	during	our	Grade	9	year.	His	wife	had	walked	in	on	them
screwing	in	his	office.	It	was	covered	up,	with	Mr.	Radcliffe	resigning	immediately.	The
incident	had	made	Vivienne	quite	the	star	amongst	our	circle.	Sophia	was	painfully	shy
and	most	likely	a	virgin.	I	couldn’t	do	that	to	her.	Using	Sophia	to	pass	the	time	was	one
thing,	but	taking	her	to	bed	to	prove	a	point?	That	was	a	low	I	wasn’t	prepared	to	fall	to.

“Don’t	go	there,	Simon.	I	don’t	mind	messing	around	with	her	to	kill	time,	but	I’m	not
going	to	sleep	with	her.	You	bring	up	it	again,	and	I’ll	tell	Emma.”

“Okay,	okay,	mate,”	he	said,	laughing,	pleased	to	get	a	reaction.	“Let’s	just	start	with
messing	with	Vivienne,	and	I	have	a	feeling	I’ll	enjoy	watching	you	with

Sophia.”



I	just	nodded	and	thought	about	the	best	way	to	go	about	it.	Looking	at	my	watch,	I
realized	that	I	had	five	minutes	before	I	had	to	meet	Emma	for	dinner.	Emma	was	the	key,
I	realized.	She	kept	saying	how	good	Sophia	would	be	for	me.	Emma	was	itching	to	have
me	to	ask	her	out.	But	Emma	was	also	protective	of	her.	If	I	wanted	to	get	Emma	on	my
side,	I	knew	that	I	would	have	to	be	on	my	best	behavior.

Sophie’s	Perspective

That	had	been	three	weeks	ago,	and	I	was	still	getting	looks	from	the	other	students.
On	the	positive	side,	no	one	had	tried	to	bother	me	lately.	Emma	came	to	find	me	after	the
whole	hallway	fiasco	had	died	down.	She	remained	an	incredibly	supportive	friend.	In
fact,	she	introduced	me	to	her	friend	Jillian,	and	we	clicked.

Jillian	Campbell	was	a	Canadian	from	Toronto.	Her	father	was	a	Canadian	diplomat
based	in	London.	A	blonde	bombshell,	she	was	in	the	12th	grade	with	Emma.

Jillian	had	one	of	the	snarkiest	personalities	I	had	ever	seen,	rivaling	Lex’s.	I	loved
Jillian

—	it	was	like	having	a	touch	of	home	again.

Today	was	my	birthday,	and	both	Emma	and	Jillian	wanted	to	go	out.	They	discovered
this	fact	when	I	received	my	annual	birthday	box	from	back	home.	Emma	intercepted	it,
much	to	my	chagrin.	Despite	being	a	delicate-looking	creature,	Emma	was	tough.	She	had
wrestled	the	box	away	from	me	within	three	seconds.

Since	I	had	to	work	this	afternoon	and	study	for	my	A	levels	tomorrow,	we	were
limited	in	things	to	do.	Emma	insisted	that	we	go	to	a	pub	in	Nottingham	for	a	celebratory
dinner.	We	were	underage,	so	I	put	my	foot	down	on	that	one.	I	couldn’t	afford	to	lose	out
on	my	studying.	Being	a	scholarship	student	meant	that	you	ate,	drank	and	slept	(I	use
“slept”	lightly	here)	with	your	books.	If	you	lost	even	a	tenth	of	a	point,	you	were	out.	The
thought	of	losing	my	scholarship	made	me	sick.	I	could	always	get	sleep	during	vacation.

After	closing	for	the	evening	at	the	bookstore,	I	took	out	my	letters	from	back	home.
Lex	decided	not	to	take	the	SATs	and	said	he	would	just	work	on	his	music.	His	parents
were	stroking	out	over	that	one.	Heather	had	just	received	early	acceptance	to	Berkley’s
psychology	program.	Kevin	was	hoping	to	go	with	her	to	study	in	Berkley’s	computer
science	department.	I	can’t	say	that	was	shocking.	Kevin	and	Heather	had	been	together



since	grade	school.

My	dad	spoke	about	his	work	and	how	his	relationship	with	Denise	was	developing.	I
smiled	when	I	read	that.	I	couldn’t	ever	remember	him	having	a	date	when	I	was	living	at
home.	He	and	Denise	had	started	dating	during	my	second	year	here.	I	remember	how
relieved	I	felt	that	he	wasn’t	by	himself	anymore.	He	included	a	birthday	card	from	my
mom.	My	mother	still	thought	I	was	four,	judging	by	the	Care	Bear	birthday	card.	Still
smiling,	I	left	the	store	with	my	book	bag	and	walked	to	my	dorm.

Emma	was	waiting	for	me	in	our	room,	putting	out	dresses	for	us	to	wear.

“Finally,	you’re	back!”	She	looked	fabulous	in	a	casual	white	dress	and	platform	Mary

Janes.	“I	put	your	dress	on	your	bed,	and	no	complaining!”

The	only	flaw	in	our	relationship	was	Emma’s	obsession	with	changing	my	wardrobe.
Of	late,	my	street	clothes	favored	the	grudge	look.	The	first	time	she	saw	me	in	flannel
and	Doc	Martens,	she	nearly	fainted	and	Simon	had	to	grab	her.	Emma	was	so	impressed
with	his	catching	skills	that	she	asked	him	be	her	boyfriend	on	the	spot.	He	gladly
accepted.	Speaking	of	Simon,	he	was	coming	tonight,	along	with	Geoff’s	friend	David,
who	was	Jill’s	boyfriend,	and	also	a	Legacy.	

I	was	a	little	anxious,	since	I	didn’t	want	to	be	the	third	wheel.	I	knew	the	girls	well
enough	to	know	they	wouldn’t	leave	me	to	fend	for	myself.	Simon	mostly	ignored	me
when	Emma	was	around,	which	suited	me	fine.	David	and	I	were	starting	to	get	along	and
have	a	real	friendship.	Since	David	started	dating	Jillian,	he	had	stopped	hanging	out	with
the	Legacy	Crew	on	a	regular	basis.	He	was	a	completely	different	person	away	from
them.

The	dress	Emma	chose	for	me	was	adorable.	It	was	blue	with	red	flowers,	and	she
actually	let	me	wear	my	Docs,	so	I	was	ready	to	go	without	much	fuss.	She	touched	up	my
face	with	a	little	makeup,	and	voila,	all	done.	“Just	one	thing,	Sophie,”	Emma	said,
shifting	her	feet	a	little.	“I	told	Geoff	he	could	come	too…”

And	that’s	probably	why	she	didn’t	give	me	a	hard	time	about	the	boots.

Geoff’s	Perspective…



It	took	about	a	week,	but	I	convinced	Emma	that	I	was	interested	in	Sophia.	That
wasn’t	hard	to	fake,	as	I	actually	thought	she	was	pretty	hot.	The	harder	part	would	be
getting	Sophia	to	come	anywhere	near	me.	This	term,	I	had	three	classes	with	her	—
English,	history	and	physics.	Each	time	I	tried	to	sit	next	to	her,	she	moved	to	a	different
seat.	One	of	the	Grade	11	students	owed	me	a	favor	and	got	me	a	copy	of	her	schedule	and
transcripts.	I	now	knew	that	besides	core	classes,	she	had	a	number	of	art	and	design
classes.	She	was	taking	five	different	A	levels,	and	some	of	them	were	open	university-
level	courses.	She	also	had	an	independent-study	course	for	Architecture	and	Art	History.	

So,	Ms.	Walker	loves	art,	I	mused	to	myself.	I	understood	Emma’s	connection.	I	also
noticed	that	instead	of	the	French	levels	most	of	us	were	taking,	Sophia	was	studying
Spanish.	Emma	told	me	that	her	birthday	was	this	week,	so	I	suggested	a	gastro	pub	in
town.	After	a	little	persuasion,	I	got	myself	invited.

Simon	and	I	were	getting	ready	for	dinner	when	Emma	called.	“Okay,	you’re	coming
over	in	fifteen	minutes,	and	be	on	your	best	behavior.	It	took	me	ages	to	get	her	to	agree	to
you	coming.”

“Don’t	worry,	Em.”	I	said.	“I	will	be.	No	Yank	comments,”	I	promised,	rolling	my
eyes	at	Simon.	Let	the	games	begin,	I	thought.



Chapter	4:	A	Birthday	That	We	Will	Remember

Geoff’s	Perspective

Simon	and	I	were	in	the	student	common	area	with	David	and	Jillian	when	the	girls
arrived.	I	felt	my	heart	skip	a	beat	when	I	saw	Sophia	walking	over.	She	looked	like	a
vision	in	a	sleeveless	blue	dress	with	red	flowers.	Her	mahogany-colored	hair	was	brushed
and	left	to	hang	down	to	her	waist.	She	had	just	a	miniscule	amount	of	make-up	on	her
face,	and	her	skin	glowed.

“Mate,	you’ve	got	your	work	cut	out	for	you,”	Simon	said.	“Do	you	see	what	she	has
on	her	feet?”

She	was	wearing	tights	and	Doc	Martens.	I	liked	it	–	it	suited	her.	“So	what?	Who	the
fuck	cares,	Simon?”	I	snapped,	walking	over	to	the	girls.

“Good	evening,	ladies.	Shall	we?”	I	offered	them	my	arm.	Sophia	shot	me	a	look	from
behind	her	glasses	and	strolled	instead	to	Jillian	and	David,	hugging	them.

“Tread	lightly,	Geoff,”	Emma	said,	giving	Simon	a	hug.	“It	took	a	lot	of	work	to	get
her	to	agree	to	this.”

We	grabbed	a	couple	of	cabs	and	were	soon	at	the	pub.	Jillian	asked,	“So,	Sophie,	what
birthday	is	this?”

“My	seventeenth,”	she	said,	looking	down	at	her	silverware.

“So,	you’re	my	age.	If	don’t	mind	me	asking,	how	is	it	that	you	are	already	a	senior?”

“You	don’t	know	the	story,	Jillian,”	Simon	answered	with	a	smirk.	“Ms.	Walker	placed
into	my	year	when	she	first	arrived.”

“That	I	did,	Simon,”	Sophia	said.	“Jealous?”	She	took	a	sip	from	the	straw	in	her
drink.



Suddenly,	my	pants	felt	tight,	as	her	comment	caught	the	attention	of	my	heads.	Smart
and	sensual,	I	thought.

“Now,	why	would	I	be	jealous,	Yank?”

“I	don’t	know.	Why	do	you	feel	the	need	to	call	me	Yank	instead	of	my	given	name?	If
you	had	placed	a	year	ahead,	you	would	be	in	college	now	and	not	spending	another	year
in	high	school,”	she	retorted,	raising	her	eyebrow.	Another	interesting	quirk.

“These	are	the	best	years	of	our	life,	Yank.	Why	would	I	want	to	end	them
prematurely?”

Instead	of	getting	irritated	like	I	expected	her	to,	Sophia	started	to	laugh.	Not	a	polite,
ladylike	giggle,	but	a	full-blown	belly	laugh.

“What’s	so	funny?”	Simon	demanded,	starting	to	look	annoyed.

“Sorry,”	she	said,	calming	down	and	taking	another	drink	from	her	glass.	“I	just	had	a
vision	of	our	high	school	reunion	in	twenty	years.	Seriously,	Simon,	these	are	the	best
years	of	your	life?	Sitting	through	A	level	French?	That’s	hysterical!”	She	was	laughing
again	but	more	quietly.

Jillian	started	snickering.	“Yeah,	I	agree	with	Sophie.	Personally,	I	can’t	see	the	reason
to	get	excited	over	curfew.”	Simon	and	I	looked	over	at	David	to	see	if	he	was	well
whipped.	He	laughed,	too,	looking	at	his	girlfriend.	Yup,	he	was	whipped	alright.

It	then	occurred	to	me	that	I’d	made	the	right	decision	in	not	pursuing	another	girl	to
fill	my	hormonal	void.	Although	I	did	miss	regular	sex,	I	wanted	the	emotional	connection
that	David	and	Jillian	shared.	I	realized	that	Sophia	was	looking	at	Jill	with	a	smile	and
my	sister	looked	sad.	She	and	Simon	had	been	dating	longer	than	Jill	and	David,	but	it	was
obvious	they	didn’t	share	the	same	deep	connection.	Simon	just	didn’t	have	same	of	level
of	commitment	to	Emma	that	David	had	to	Jill.	As	her	brother,	the	thought	depressed	me
and	made	me	want	to	pummel	Simon.

We	sat	in	silence	for	a	moment	until	the	waiter	came	to	our	table	to	take	our	order.
Sophia	ordered	only	a	salad.	“Sophie,	is	that	all	you	want?”	Emma	asked.	“They	have
some	amazing	dishes	here.”



“No,	I’m	fine,	Emma.”

“It’s	your	birthday,”	I	told	her.	“Order	what	you	want.”

“I	did.	I	ordered	a	salad.	Now	drop	it!”	she	said	and	then	muttered,	“I	knew	this	was	a
mistake.”	She	excused	herself	to	the	loo	to	wash	up,	and	Jill	followed	her.

“What	was	that	all	about?”	I	asked	Emma.	“She	can’t	possibility	want	only	a	salad	for
dinner.	They’re	incredibility	small.”

“I	think	she’s	worried	about	the	money,”	Emma	said.	That	made	sense.	While	the
restaurant	wasn’t	expensive	for	us,	it	probably	was	for	Sophia,	who	was	working	her	way
through	school.

“It’s	her	birthday,	so	we’re	treating	her,”	I	said,	although	I	knew	the	real	problem	was
that	Sophia	didn’t	want	to	take	a	handout	from	people	she	couldn’t	stand.

“I	know,	but	she’s	sensitive	about	money,”	Emma	said.	“It	took	a	lot	to	convince	her	to
come	out,	and	she	didn’t	want	you	to	pay	for	her	meal.”

Of	course,	you	idiot,	why	would	she	want	anything	from	you?	I	berated	myself.	My
mind	flooded	with	images	of	the	times	we’d	teased	her	because	her	uniforms	were	old	or
because	she	worked	at	the	student	store.

I	thought	of	a	particularly	nasty	incident.	During	our	Grade	11	year,	Simon,	Vivienne,
Ivy,	and	I	thought	of	a	hysterical	prank.	We	walked	to	the	bank	and	withdrew	about	fifty
quid	in	pennies.	Then	we	emptied	the	coins	into	Ziploc	bags	and	hurried	to	the	store.
School	had	just	started,	so	the	place	was	busy.

Sophia	hated	waiting	on	us,	so	we	knew	we	would	get	a	reaction.	When	we	stepped	up
to	pay,	we	just	emptied	the	bags	of	coins	in	front	of	her.	The	people	in	line	started
laughing	and	jeering	at	Sophia	as	she	counted	the	pennies.	She	didn’t	say	one	word	the
whole	time,	but	she	looked	like	she	was	going	to	cry.

I	had	been	such	a	prick	that	day,	and	by	accepting	Simon’s	bet,	I	was	still	the	same
prick.

Sophie’s	Perspective



Pacing	the	bathroom	floor,	I	wished	I	had	never	agreed	to	this.	While	the	nasty	side	of
me	enjoyed	mocking	Simon,	I	now	just	wanted	to	go	back	to	the	dorm.	The	thrill	was
gone	after	I	started	laughing.	It	was	cheap	thrill	that	was	gone	as	soon	I	saw	the	menu.
There	was	no	way	I	could	afford	anything	but	a	salad.	My	place	in	the	world	versus	the
place	of	everyone	else	in	the	table	was	graphically	illustrated.	It	would	take	three	weeks’
worth	salary	to	afford	a	meal	here.	Emma	told	me	that	they	were	treating	me,	but	I	didn’t
want	to	feel	obligated	to	Geoff	in	any	way,	birthday	or	not.

“Sophie,	you	ready?”	Jill	asked,	drying	her	hands.

“In	a	minute.	Go	ahead.	I’ll	see	you	at	the	table,”	I	said,	pretending	to	reapply	my	lip
gloss.

Jill	nodded.	“Hey,	I’m	here	if	you	need	anything,	and	please	eat	more	than	a	fucking
salad.	It’s	your	birthday.	Emma	and	I	are	treating,	not	Geoff	or	Simon.”

I	looked	at	her.

“Seriously,	Sophie,”	she	said,	“I	might	be	new,	but	I’m	not	stupid.	I	am	going	to	catch
the	waiter	and	order	that	pasta	dish	I	saw	you	eyeing.”

“Jill,	I	can’t	afford	it,”	I	said	quietly.	“That’s	sweet	of	you,	but…”

“No	buts	—	you’re	a	long	way	from	home,	and	you	deserve	a	treat.	Don’t	worry.

Emma	and	I	have	this.	Happy	birthday.”	With	that,	she	gave	me	a	hug	and	left.	Jill	was
more	perceptive	than	I	realized.	Since	I	had	moved	to	Dowsford,	I	had	been	on	my	own.

I	didn’t	want	to	owe	anyone,	so	I’d	made	do.	But	I	had	to	admit	that	this	was	kind	of
nice.	Nice,	as	long	as	I	didn’t	have	to	worry	about	Geoff	or	his	Legacy	friends	doing	it.

The	penny	incident	had	come	to	my	mind	when	we	were	ordering	dinner.	Even	though
it	had	been	two	years,	the	memory	still	bothered	me.

I	looked	at	the	bright	coppery	mess	in	front	me.	Geoff	winked	at	me	and	started
chuckling.	Vivienne	and	Ivy	were	laughing	like	hyenas.	Simon	and	Lucas	were	laughing
so	hard,	I	thought	they	might	pee	themselves.	Deep	breaths,	Sophie,	I	told	myself.



“C’mon,	Yank	—	count	that	faster,”	the	customers	taunted	me.	I	wondered	if	Geoff	and
the	rest	of	the	Legacies	had	told	the	other	students	about	this	stunt	they	planned.	We	were
in	the	middle	of	the	back-to-school	rush,	and	the	line	was	out	the	door.

My	manager,	Iris,	came	rushing	to	see	what	the	commotion	and	noise	were	about.	She
looked	at	me	counting	up	the	pennies	as	fast	as	I	could.	I	froze.	Oh	my	god,	I	thought,	I’m
going	to	lose	my	job.	I	can’t	–	I	need	this	job.	I	felt	panicked.

“C’mon,	Yank,	hurry	up,”	Geoff	drawled,	putting	his	hand	on	Vivienne’s	shoulder.
“Let’s	see	if	you’re	as	smart	as	they	say	you	are.”

“Mr.	Carmichael,	you	may	shut	up	now,”	Iris	ordered,	pushing	me	aside.	“Anyone	say
anything	further,	and	I	will	make	sure	that	you’re	in	detention	until	the	start	of	spring
term.	Are	we	clear?”

That	shut	people	up.	Iris	then	took	the	pennies	and	shoved	them	at	Geoff.	“Take	those
pennies,	and	get	out	of	here!	If	you	want	these	items,	come	back	with	proper	money.	I
won’t	have	you	harassing	the	staff	here.”

Geoff	just	smirked.	“Consider	it	Sophia’s	tip	for	being	a	good	sport.”	He	causally
swiped	the	pennies	to	the	floor.	Then	he	winked	at	me	again	and	sauntered	off	with	his
friends.	

The	rest	of	the	afternoon	was	quiet,	but	I	was	shaking	from	embarrassment.	Iris	had
taken	over	for	a	few	minutes	so	I	could	collect	myself.	Lucy,	one	of	the	other	scholarship
students	and	my	friend,	had	gone	with	me	to	the	storage	room	to	calm	down.

“I	don’t	get	it,	Lucy.	I’m	not	the	only	scholarship	student	here.	I’ve	never	done
anything	to	them,	but	they	keep	pulling	crap	like	this.”	I	cried	over	the	cup	of	tea	she	gave
me.	One	thing	I	did	like	about	England	was	the	preference	of	drinking	tea	over	coffee.	I
liked	the	taste	better.

“You’re	just	different.	No	good	reason,”	she	said,	giving	me	a	hug.	“You’re	an	outsider
with	a	scholarship,	and	you	skipped	a	grade.	A	lot	of	people	don’t	like	that.”

I	understood,	but	that	didn’t	mean	I	liked	it.	Iris	came	in	then	and	said,	“Lucy,	you	can
go	back	to	the	floor.	I’m	going	to	sit	with	Sophie.”



“Am	I	fired?”	I	asked.

“What!	God	no!	Don’t	be	daft,	luv.	If	I	could,	I’d	have	made	those	spoilt	brats	clean	up
that	mess.	Sophie,	you	need	to	get	a	thicker	shell	if	you’re	going	to	survive	here.	Let	me
tell	you	something	—	you	deserve	to	be	here,	more	so	than	most	of	the	students.	You	are
bright	and	talented.	You	are	also	a	delightful	young	lady.	Now,	go	home.	I	am	giving	you
the	rest	of	the	day	off.”

When	I	got	back	to	my	dorm	room,	I	realized	I	had	the	space	to	myself.	Grabbing	the
phone,	I	called	my	dad,	using	my	phone	card.	This	was	one	reason	I	was	working,

To	afford	the	phone	cards	to	call	back	home.	On	days	like	this,	they	were	my	lifelines.

Checking	the	time,	I	realized	it	was	8:00	a.m.	on	a	Saturday	back	home.	My	dad	would
be	loading	up	his	truck	to	go	hiking.	“Hello,”	his	familiar	gruff	voice	answered.

“Daddy,	it’s	me	Sophie.	I	want	to	come	home.”	I	sniffed,	starting	to	cry.	All	my
frustration	over	the	past	year	then	poured	out.

An	hour	later,	all	I	could	hear	was	my	father’s	deep	breathing.

“Sophie,	honey,	you	know	if	you	want	to	come,	all	you	have	to	do	is	say	the	word.	No
one	would	judge	you.	But,	honey,	do	you	want	to	let	those	brats	chase	you	out?”

“No,	of	course	not,”	I	said,	pulling	at	a	thread	on	my	bedspread.

“Baby,	you	got	an	opportunity	that	few	people	will	ever	have.	Now,	don’t	get	me
wrong	—	I	miss	you	like	crazy.	If	I	thought	that	coming	home	was	the	best	solution,	I’d
come	to	get	you	myself.	You	need	to	beat	them	at	their	own	game.	Think	about	it	this
weekend,	and	call	me	collect	tomorrow.	If	you	still	want	come	home,	I’ll	be	on	the	next
flight	out.”

“Thanks,	Daddy,”	I	said,	promising	to	think	about	it	more.	Now	somewhat	calmer,	I
picked	up	my	sketchbook	and	pencils.	Across	the	room	was	that	goddamn	bag	of	pennies.
An	idea	struck	me.	Grabbing	the	bag,	I	strode	out	to	the	hallway.	People	were	snickering
at	me,	but	I	ignored	them.	At	the	charity	box,	I	opened	the	lid	and	starting	shoving	the



pennies	in.	It	was	one	of	the	most	cathartic	experiences	I’ve	ever	had.

“Yank,	what	are	you	doing	with	your	tip?”	Vivienne	called	out.

I	ignored	her.	“Seriously,	Sophia,	don’t	you	want	the	money?”	Geoff	joined	in.	“Isn’t
that	why	you	work	in	that	wretched	store?”

Dropping	in	the	last	of	the	money,	I	turned	around	and	imitated	Lex,	raising	an
eyebrow,	instead	of	biting	my	lip	like	I	usually	did.	“You	know	what,	Geoff?	The	day	I
accept	anything	from	you,	hell	will	freeze	over.	Remember,	I’m	here	because	I	earned	it.
Not	because	my	daddy	made	a	phone	call.”

He	and	Vivienne	both	looked	completely	shocked.	No	one	had	ever	had	the	nerve
before	to	call	them	spoilt.

Things	didn’t	change	much	after	that	day.	No	one	would	let	me	forget	I	was	an	outcast.
When	people	realized	they	weren’t	going	to	get	the	response	they	craved,	the	pranks
slowed	down.	The	only	really	nasty	thing	that	happened	was	when	my	former	roommate
put	green	dye	in	my	shampoo.	That	was	a	fun	day,	walking	down	the	hall	like	Oscar	the
Grouch.

When	I	left	Dowsford,	it	would	be	on	my	own	terms,	to	a	university	with	an	excellent
design	program	back	in	the	States.	Looking	at	the	mirror	one	more	time,	I	took	a	deep
breath	and	left	the	bathroom.

“Sophia…	“Geoff	was	standing	in	the	hallway,	looking	sheepish,	almost	embarrassed
for	a	change.

A	little	confused,	I	answered,	“Yeah,	Geoff?”

“Can	I	talk	to	you	for	a	minute?”

I	shook	my	head.	“What	about?	Cut	the	crap,	Geoff.	It’s	my	birthday,	and	I	don’t	feel
like	dealing	with	you.”

“Seriously,	just	a	minute,”	he	pleaded,	putting	his	hand	on	my	arm.



“No	seriously,	Geoff,	if	you	don’t	get	your	hand	off	of	me,	I	will	do	it	for	you.
Remember	what	I	did	to	your	girlfriend,”	I	said,	in	full	bitch	mode	now.	He	flinched	when
I	mentioned	Vivienne	and	took	removed	his	hand.

“Sorry.	Look,	I	know	it’s	your	birthday,	and	I	am	honestly	not	trying	to	give	you	a	hard
time.	I	just	wanted	to	say	I’m	sorry	for	being	such	a	prat	to	you	all	these	years.”

“Fine.	Apology	accepted.	Now,	can	we	please	go	back	to	the	table?	I’m	hungry,”	I
said,	turning	around.

“Wait,	that’s	all?	You	forgive	me?”

“Of	course	not,	you	idiot!	That	would	require	a	level	of	kindness	I	do	not	possess.
Look,	I	agreed	to	do	this	for	the	sake	of	your	sister.	Let’s	just	be	civil	to	each	other,	okay?”

“Look,	Sophia,	I’m	truly	sorry,”	he	said.	I	saw	genuine	remorse	in	his	eyes.	He	was
either	serious	or	was	a	phenomenal	actor.

“Geoff,	I	believe	you’re	sorry,	but	I’m	not	comfortable	being	alone	with	you,	okay?
Let’s	just	go	back	to	the	table	and	enjoy	the	rest	of	the	evening.”

“Okay,”	he	said,	offering	me	his	arm	again.	I	just	shook	my	head	and	started	walking
to	the	table.

Jill	had	been	busy	—	my	salad	was	now	a	starter	and	had	been	served.	The	rest	of	the
evening	passed	without	any	major	incidents,	and	I	started	to	have	a	good	time,	despite
Simon	and	Geoff	being	there.

“So,	Sophie,	any	interesting	presents?”	David	asked,	after	the	birthday	cake	had	been
served,	along	with	a	humiliating	Happy	Birthday	song.

“Nothing	out	of	the	ordinary,”	I	said,	smiling,	thinking	of	the	gift	box	I	had	received
from	home.	“My	dad	gave	me	a	new	camera,	and	my	best	friend	sent	me	a	portable	CD
player,”	I	told	them.	Kevin	and	Heather	had	sent	me	the	Discman,	which	I	had	already
tried	out.	Lex	included	some	CDs	for	me	to	listen	to.	My	dad	had	given	me	the	camera



that	I	wanted	for	my	media	class.	There	were	also	the	usual	sweaters	and	socks	I	received
every	year	and	about	$50	worth	of	phone	cards.

Emma	nodded	her	approval.	“I’m	glad	—	you’re	going	to	need	the	camera	in	a	few
weeks	when	we	go	to	London.”	She	said,	squeezing	my	hand.	While	we	were	getting
ready	this	evening,	we	had	agreed	to	go	during	October	break.

“You	two	are	going	to	London?”	Simon	asked,	his	eyebrows	rising.

“Yes,	darling,	Sophia	and	I	just	agreed	today	to	go	during	term	break.	We’re	going	to
stay	with	Mum	and	Dad	while	you	and	Geoff	are	in	Paris.”

“Emma,	I	thought	you	were	coming	with	us,”	Simon	said,	taking	a	drink	of	his
cappuccino.

“Simon,	you	didn’t	invite	me.”	Emma	rolled	her	eyes.

Simon	glared	at	her.	“Yes,	but	David	is	bringing	Jill.	I	assumed	you’d	be	coming,	too,
since	Geoff	will	be	there.	It	will	be	the	last	time	during	term	that	we	can	party.”

“Emma,	if	you	want	to	go	with	your	boyfriend,	go	ahead.	We	can	always	go	at	a
different	time,”	I	said,	taking	a	sip	of	my	tea,	not	wanting	to	be	in	a	lover’s	quarrel.

“No,	Sophie,	we	have	plans.	Simon,	if	you	want,	I	can	see	if	we	could	get	together
during	Christmas	break,”	she	said,	stroking	his	hand.

Geoff	then	stepped	in.	“Wait,	Emma	—	why	doesn’t	Sophie	come	with	us?”

Oh,	hell	to	the	no,	I	thought,	he	didn’t	just	volunteer	me	for	what	was	clearly	turning
into	an	intimate	couples’	week	and	whatever	skank	Geoff	hooked	up	with.

“Because	Sophia	can’t	afford	it,	and	she	doesn’t	do	charity,”	I	retorted,	glaring	at	him.
“And	I	don’t	remember	saying	you	could	call	me	Sophie.”

“Wait.	Hey,	Sophia,	why	don’t	you	come	with	us?	You	do	have	a	passport,	right?”
Simon	asked.



Why	all	this	sudden	interest	in	my	joining	them?	This	asshole	never	even
acknowledged	me	unless	it	was	to	insult	me.	Emma	was	a	terrific	friend,	but	frankly,	I
didn’t	get	what	she	saw	in	this	prick.	“Yes,	Simon,	I	have	a	passport	—	it	allows	me	to
enter	the	UK	and	return	back	home.	But,	like	I	said,	I	don’t	have	the	money	to	do	this.
Emma,	go	with	Simon	and	have	a	good	time.	We	can	do	our	trip	in	February	during	the
half	term.”

“Why	half	term?”	Geoff	asked.

“Because	I’m	going	home	for	winter	break.	My	dad	bought	the	tickets	today.”

“You	know,	Sophia,	we’re	going	to	stay	at	an	apartment.	It’s	already	paid	for,	so	you
would	only	have	to	pay	for	train	fare,”	Geoff	offered.

“Again,	thanks,	but	no	thanks.	I’m	saving	up	for	a	few	things,”	I	replied	coolly.

Then	I	looked	at	Emma.	Oh	crap,	I	thought,	she	was	thinking	this	over.

“Like	what,	Yank?”	Simon	smirked	at	me.

“Like	college	and	a	new	computer,”	I	said,	wondering	if	his	partying	had	killed	his
remaining	brain	cells.	“Do	you	think	I	enjoy	getting	pennies	thrown	in	my	face	for	fun?
You	know	after	that	stunt	you	guys	pulled	on	me,	people	threw	pennies	at	me	for	months.”

Emma	glared	at	Simon	and	Geoff.	Simon	continued	to	smirk,	while	Geoff	had	the
decency	to	look	contrite.

“You	know	what,	Sophie?	We	should	amend	the	plan	a	little.	We	can	go	to	London	for
the	first	part	of	the	weekend	and	then	go	on	to	Paris.	Geoff’s	treat,”	Emma	stated.	“It’s	the
least	he	can	do	to	make	up	for	that	stupid	stunt,	and	Simon	can	pay	for	food	since	he
reminded	you.”

I	started	laughing.	“Thanks,	Emma,	but	I’m	good.	If	you	want	to	go	London	for	the
first	part,	then	fine.	I’ll	just	come	back	to	Dowsford	when	you	guys	head	out	to	Paris.”

With	that,	we	paid	the	check	and	left	the	restaurant.	The	others	wanted	to	go	to	the
dance	club	that	Emma	had	suggested	to	me	earlier.	I	declined	again	and	walked	to	the



metro	stop	to	wait	for	the	bus.	Sitting	down,	I	took	my	copy	of	Pride	and	Prejudice	out	of
my	purse.

“Mind	if	I	wait	with	you?”	asked	an	annoying	voice	behind	me.

“Geoff,	if	I	told	you	no,	would	it	make	a	difference?”	I	put	my	book	down.

“Nope,”	he	said,	giving	me	his	signature	grin.

“Fine,	have	a	seat.	Just	don’t	speak.”	I	picked	my	book	back	up	along	with	my
Discman.

“C’mon,	Sophia,	you	promised	me	a	talk,”	he	said,	pulling	at	my	earphones	and	taking
out	a	cigarette.

“Okay,	Geoff,	the	first	thing	you	need	to	know	about	me	is	that	you	never	interrupt	me
when	I	am	listening	to	Nirvana.	And	second,	like	I	said	during	check-in,	I	hate	smoking.”

He	started	laughing	and	put	the	cigarette	back	in	the	pack.	“Okay,	if	I	promise	to	not
smoke,	will	you	talk	to	me?”

“Geoff,	why	the	sudden	interest	in	me?	You	only	talk	to	me	to	tease	me.	And	if	you
aren’t	teasing	me,	then	you’re	just	plain	ignoring	me.	If	this	is	some	sort	of	joke,	it	isn’t
funny.”

“No,	Sophia,	no	joke.	Since	my	breakup	with	Vivienne,	I’ve	been	analyzing	what	a
prick	I	am.	I’m	sure	I’ll	continue	to	be	a	prick	but	hopefully	a	better	one.”

I	had	to	laugh	at	Geoff	being	realistic.	“Okay,	what	do	you	want	to	know?”	I	asked.

“Okay,	why	do	you	let	Emma,	Jillian	and	David	call	you	Sophie,	but	the	rest	of	us
must	call	you	Sophia?”

“You	already	know	the	answer	to	that	one,”	I	said,	smirking	a	little.	“My	friends	and
family	call	me	Sophie.	The	rest	call	me	Sophia.	I	never	liked	my	full	name.	It	reminds	me
of	an	old	cat	lady.”



“How	does	someone	become	a	friend,	then?”

“Stop	calling	me	Yank	until	graduation,	and	maybe	you	can	become	an	acquaintance,”
I	suggested	coolly.

“I’ll	make	you	a	deal.	If	I	promise	to	never	call	you	Yank	and	hit	Simon	every	time	he
does	it,	can	I	call	you	Sophie?”

“You	do	that,	not	only	can	you	call	me	Sophie,	but	I	will	make	you	an	acquaintance	by
Christmas	break,”	I	said,	rising.	The	bus	was	coming.	

Geoff	surprised	me	by	getting	up	and	walking	to	the	stand	with	me.	“Geoff,	what	are
you	doing?”

“Going	back	to	the	dorms?”	he	asked,	like	it	was	obvious.

“I	thought	you	were	going	dancing	with	everyone	else,”	I	replied,	frowning,	“and
besides,	why	don’t	you	just	take	a	cab	back?	I’m	pretty	sure	you’ve	never	used	a	bus
before.”

“This	is	the	first	time	we’ve	ever	really	talked,	and	it’s	vastly	more	interesting	than	a
stuffy	dark	room	with	loud	music.	I	can	go	to	a	dance	club	anytime,	Sophie,”	he	said,	his
voice	making	my	name	sound	like	poetry.	I	had	to	stop	myself	for	a	moment.	He’s	a	real
prick	—	one	night	of	kindness	does	not	a	changed	man	make,	I	reminded	myself.

“Suit	yourself,”	I	said,	grabbing	the	correct	change	from	my	purse.	“By	the	way,

Geoff,	its	one	pound	twenty	five	to	ride	the	bus.”

He	laughed,	grabbing	his	wallet,	and	pulled	out	a	twenty.	I	started	laughing.	“Geoff,
they	don’t	take	twenties.	You	need	something	smaller.”

He	frowned.	“Sophia,	I	don’t	have	anything	smaller.	Think	they	can	wait	while	I	go
break	it?”

“I	think	you’re	out	of	luck.	The	bus	will	be	here	in	a	few	seconds,	and	it	won’t	wait.



Look,	I	have	enough	change	for	both	of	us,”	I	said,	looking	at	my	change	purse	and	taking
pity	on	his	panicked	expression.

“Thanks.	This	is	my	first	time	using	a	public	bus.”

“I	wouldn’t	have	guessed.”

“Enough	comments	from	the	peanut	gallery,”	he	said,	smirking	at	me.

Climbing	aboard,	we	took	a	seat	at	the	front.	“So,	tell	me	something	—	where	are	you
from?	I’ve	known	you	for	three	years,	but	I	don’t	know	where	you’re	from,”

Geoff	asked.

“Goleta,	California,”	I	answered,	noticing	the	confused	look	on	his	face.	“It’s	next	to
Santa	Barbara,	right	by	the	university.”

“Any	brothers	or	sisters?	You	mentioned	someone	named	Lex	at	dinner?”

“Only	child.	Lex	is	one	of	my	best	friends.	My	other	best	friend	is	Heather.”

“You	talk	a	lot	about	your	father;	is	your	mum	still	around?”	he	asked	lightly,	sensing
this	was	probably	a	sore	area	for	me.

“They	divorced	when	I	was	four,	and	my	mom	gave	my	dad	primary	custody.	She
didn’t	feel	ready	to	do	the	full-time	mom	thing,”	I	answered	simply.	He	looked	at	me	a
little	surprised.	I	guess	other	people	he	knew	wouldn’t	have	had	a	neglectful	mother.

“Do	you	see	her	at	all?”

“Rarely.	Usually	in	the	summer.	She	lives	in	Florida,	so	it	makes	it	hard	to	visit	during
Christmas.	Do	you	mind	dropping	the	subject?	This	is	getting	to	be	depressing.”	I	tried	to
ignore	the	knot	in	my	stomach	that	told	me	I	wasn’t	good	enough	for	my	mother	to	love
me.



“Oh,	sorry,	Sophia.	I	didn’t	mean	to	hurt	you.	I’m	a	jerk.	Here	I	am,	promising	you
twenty	minutes	ago	I	wouldn’t	hurt	you,	and	I	go	and	cock	it	up,”	he	said,	blushing.

“Don’t	worry,	Geoff.	You	didn’t	know,	and	you	just	proved	that	Emma	is	trustworthy.
She’s	the	only	one	I	told	about	this.	Look,	you’re	asking	all	the	questions.	I	know	you	play
polo	and	soccer.	Where	are	you	going	to	college	next	year?”	I	asked,	deciding	to	turn	the
tables	on	him.

He	laughed.	“Okay,	fair	is	fair.	Tell	you	what.	Let’s	play	Twenty	Questions.	You	ask
one,	and	then	I	get	to	ask	one.”

“Are	we	in	the	second	grade?”	I	replied,	laughing,	“Okay,	but	you	have	to	an	answer
my	question,	and	it	doesn’t	count	for	me.”

“Deal.	I’m	going	to	Oxford	next	fall.”

“Really?	You	got	early	admission?”	I	was	both	interested	and	impressed.

“Forget	it,	Walker.	My	question	next.	Where	are	you	going	to	next	year?”

“I	am	hoping	to	get	into	Cal	Poly,	Cornell	or	Rhode	Island.”

“Why?”

“Nope,	my	turn	Carmichael	–	your	rules,	remember?”	I	reminded	him.	“So,	did	you
get	an	early	acceptance	to	Oxford?”

“No.”

“Then	how	do	you	know	you’re	going	there?”

“Family	tradition,”	he	replied	quietly	and	stared	out	the	window.

“Hey,	what’s	going	on?	You	didn’t	even	make	a	sarcastic	comment	about	me	getting	a
second	question	in?”



“Sorry.	It	just	occurred	to	me	how	spoilt	you	must	think	I	am.”

“There’s	nothing	wrong	with	knowing	people,	Geoff.	I	got	into	the	Dowsford	program
because	my	middle	school	art	teacher	knew	a	board	member.	Now	that	you	know	how	I
got	in	—	you	can	notify	the	rest	of	your	friends.”

“Hardly,	Sophia.	I’m	sure	your	acceptance	wasn’t	just	based	on	your	teacher	knowing
someone,”	Geoff	stated,	raising	an	eyebrow.

“Well,	not	to	brag,	but	I	was	a	Golden	State	Honor	student,”	I	smirked	and	then	looked
out	the	window.	“C’mon,	this	is	our	stop.”

I	thanked	the	driver	as	we	stepped	off	the	bus.	“You	are	really	a	kind	person,”	he
remarked.

“Thanks,”	I	said,	smiling	at	him.

“Look,	I’m	really	enjoying	this.	Can	we	grab	a	coffee	at	the	Student	Union?”	Geoff
asked	hastily.

“I	don’t	know,	Geoff.	As	nice	as	this	was,	I	don’t	want	to	push	it,”	I	told	him	honestly.
“I	have	a	ton	of	studying	to	do.”

“Just	another	hour.	C’mon,	I	am	begging	here.	You	know	me	well	enough,	Sophia

—	when	have	you	ever	seen	me	beg?”

“I	admit	that’s	like	finding	gold	in	a	cereal	box.	However,	I	do	need	to	study,	and	I
have	to	work	tomorrow.”

“I	promise,	just	one	hour,”	he	said.	

Sheesh,	I	thought,	that	pout	should	be	illegal.	“Okay,	one	hour,”	I	agreed,	wondering
how	I	went	from	avoiding	Geoff	all	evening	to	agreeing	to	a	coffee	date	so	he	could	probe



my	mind	more.

“Great!	My	treat.	I	owe	you	for	the	bus	ride.”

“Fine.	I	hate	coffee,	so	hot	chocolate,	please.”

“No	problem.	Why	don’t	you	get	us	a	table?”	he	suggested.

I	nodded	and	walked	to	the	corner	table	by	the	window.	The	Student	Union	was
deserted	since	the	student	body	was	out	partying	or	studying.	The	evening	was	turning	out
a	lot	better	than	I	had	expected.	Emma	was	right	—	away	from	his	crowd,	Geoff	was
actually	decent.

He	returned	with	a	coffee	for	himself	and	a	hot	chocolate	for	me.	“So,	where	were
we?”	he	asked.

“I	think	we	were	talking	about	how	awesome	I	was	for	getting	Golden	State	honors.”

“Right.	No,	you	were	telling	me	not	to	worry	about	having	connections.”

“That’s	right,”	I	said,	talking	a	sip.

“You	know,	I	envy	you,”	he	murmured.

“Why?”	I	asked.	Geoff	was	popular,	had	a	great	family	and	was	wealthy.	He	also
seemed	to	have	skipped	that	whole	adolescent	awkward	stage.

“You’re	extraordinarily	self-sufficient,”	he	replied.	“Whatever	you	end	up	doing,	it	will
be	because	you	earned	it,	not	because	it	was	given	to	you.	You’re	a	lot	like	my	father.	He
was	born	to	a	poor	family	and	earned	his	position.”

Seeing	my	confusion,	he	clarified.	“When	I	said	family	tradition,	I	was	thinking	of	my
mother’s	family.	They	all	come	from	money.	My	dad	did	go	to	Oxford,	but	he	was	a



scholarship	student	like	you.”

“Well,	there	you	go.	I	have	something	in	common	with	your	dad,”	I	said,	smiling,
trying	to	lighten	the	mood.

“No	seriously,	Sophia.	You’re	the	type	of	person	who	will	be	okay	no	matter	what
happens.	Look	how	you	did	here.	We’ve	been	horrid	to	you,	but	you’re	still	here,	much	to
my	amazement.”

“And	to	other	people’s	disappointment,”	I	muttered,	looking	up	to	see	Vivienne	and
Stas.

Geoff	followed	my	eyes	and	saw	them.	Vivienne	looked	at	me,	and	when	she	saw	I
was	sitting	with	Geoff,	she	turned	bright	red	and	stomped	over,	with	Stas	behind	her.
“Geoff,	really,	the	Yank?	What	do	you	think	you	are	doing?”	she	shrieked.	“Are	you	that
desperate?”

I	looked	at	Geoff,	who	had	gone	white	when	she	arrived,	confirming	my	suspicions	of
not	wanting	to	be	seen	together.	Worse	yet,	I	was	his	dirty	little	secret.

“We’re	just	hanging	out.”	He	stirred	his	coffee.

“Well,	if	you’re	trying	to	make	me	jealous,	you	should	have	gone	out	with	someone
who	doesn’t	need	a	sheet	every	time	she	looks	in	a	mirror,”	Vivienne	screeched,	cackling.
Stas	joined	right	in	with	her.

I	started	to	get	up,	but	Geoff	grabbed	my	hand.	“That’s	enough,”	Geoff	snapped.	“It’s
Sophia’s	birthday,	and	I	thought	she	deserved	a	treat	for	putting	your	slutty	ass	on	the
floor.	Frankly,	she	made	this	evening	more	interesting	for	me	than	any	I	spent	with	you	in
two	years.	If	anyone	should	be	jealous,	it	should	be	you.	Sophia	has	more	fine	qualities
than	you	could	ever	possess.”

I	did	a	double	take	—	Geoff	Carmichael	actually	stood	up	for	me.	Vivienne	turned
scarlet	from	embarrassment	and	flounced	(I	am	not	kidding)	out	of	the	Student	Union.	The
few	other	students	who	were	there	just	stared	at	us.	Then	I	turned	pink.

“I	meant	what	I	said,”	Geoff	said	in	a	clear	voice.	“You	are	an	amazing	person.	People
who	don’t	realize	that	when	they	meet	you	are	giant	morons.	Me	included.”



Geoff’s	Perspective

After	my	little	speech,	I	walked	Sophia	back	to	her	room.	The	rest	of	the	evening	had
been	quiet,	with	the	two	of	us	just	sipping	our	drinks.	We	had	lost	the	carefree	banter	from
earlier,	but	something	more	permanent	had	taken	place.	When	Vivienne	first	entered	the
room,	I	wanted	to	hide.	Not	because	I	was	worried	about	confronting	her,	but	rather
because	she	was	with	her	new	popular	rich	boyfriend	and	I	was	with,	let’s	face	it,	Sophia
“the	Yank	and	social	outcast”	Walker.

When	I	saw	Sophia	getting	up,	something	just	snapped.	I	didn’t	want	her	to	leave,	and
I	didn’t	want	Vivienne	to	treat	her	horribly	anymore.	I	also	didn’t	want	Sophia	thinking
she	was	my	secret.	I	had	meant	what	I	had	said	to	Sophia	about	her	being	a	standout.	She
was	one	of	the	loveliest	people	I	had	ever	met,	and	I	realized	I	wanted	to	get	to	know	her
better.	If	she	were	up	for	it,	I	would	like	to	date	her.	I	knew	realistically	that	the	most	I
could	hope	for	was	a	friendship.	To	have	a	real	friendship,	I	needed	to	be	honest	and	tell
her	about	that	stupid	bet	I	had	made	with	Simon.	I’ll	tell	her	tonight,	I	promised	myself.

Arriving	at	her	door,	Sophia	said,	“Thanks,	Geoff.	Believe	it	or	not,	I	had	a	great	time
tonight.”	She	was	smiling	me	at	me	—	this	was	going	to	be	hard.

“You’re	welcome.	I	did,	too.	Listen,	there’s	something	I	need	to	tell	you,”	I	started	to
say,	but	the	distinct	sound	of	a	phone	ringing	came	through	the	door.

“Hold	that	thought.	I	think	that’s	my	dad.	He	mentioned	he	was	going	to	call	me	after
his	shift,”	she	said,	opening	up	the	door	to	her	room.	She	raced	and	grabbed	the	phone.

“Hello?	Hi,	Daddy!	I	just	got	in.	Could	you	hold	for	a	sec?”	Pressing	the	receiver	to
her	chest,	she	looked	at	me	and	asked,	“Geoff,	what	did	you	need	to	tell	me?”

I	gazed	at	her.	She	was	beautiful	in	that	darkened	room.	The	moonlight	streaming	in
from	the	window	framed	her	in	a	silvery	halo.	I	couldn’t	do	it,	not	with	her	looking	at	me
that	way.

“Nothing	important,	but	think	about	coming	with	us	to	Paris.	It	would	be	great	fun.	I
still	want	to	get	to	know	you	better,”	I	said,	kissing	her	cheek.	“Get	back	to	your	father.
Happy	birthday,	again.”



Chapter	5:	A	Change	of	Direction

Three	weeks	later

Sophie’s	Perspective

I’m	going	to	kill	Emma	and	Geoff,	I	thought	for	the	seven-millionth	time	today.	At	the
moment	I	was	standing	in	line	at	the	post	office,	having	flashbacks	to	winter	1992	when
Heather,	Lex,	and	Kevin	made	me	fill	out	the	applications	to	Dowsford.	Now,	Emma	had
taken	it	upon	herself	to	make	me	apply	to	Oxford	College	and	Kingston	College.

Oxford,	just	to	prove	how	smart	she	thought	I	was,	and	Kingston	because	it	was	in
London	and	that’s	where	she	planned	to	go	to	college.	According	to	her,	we	could	not	be
separated	—	we	had	just	found	each	other.	I	replied	dryly	that	my	father	kind	of	felt	the
same	way	when	I	got	home	from	break.

Alas,	I	digress.	Before	coming	back	to	Dowsford	this	year,	I	had	applied	for	my	first-
choice	colleges	back	home.	I	hadn’t	considered	any	UK	schools	since	I	was	planning	to
leave	England	in	June.	Both	Emma	and	Geoff	convinced	me	to	apply,	but	that	meant	I	had
to	do	so	immediately	since	the	deadlines	were	soon.	I	had	spent	the	weekend	filling	out
applications	and	writing	essays.	Here	I	was	at	the	post	office,	severely	sleep	deprived,	to
mail	the	applications.

Geoff	stood	with	me	in	the	line,	plying	me	with	coffee	to	keep	me	awake.	He	was
another	complete	mystery.	Since	my	birthday,	he’d	been	nothing	short	of	great.	I	hadn’t
even	blinked	an	eye	when	he	started	calling	me	Sophie.

It	wasn’t	just	when	we	were	alone	or	with	Emma,	either.	Geoff	acknowledged	our
friendship	in	public.	He	even	sat	with	me	during	lunch,	if	our	schedules	permitted	it.	We
studied	together	in	our	shared	classes,	and	I	no	longer	shied	away	from	him.	I	now	knew
that	he	planned	to	study	law	and	business	at	Oxford	and	wanted	to	work	for	his	father’s
investment	company.	He	loved	soccer	and	was	a	fan	of	Manchester	United.	Geoff	played
the	piano	and	would	have	his	senior	recital	during	Christmas.	He	had	pushed	me	to	apply
to	Oxford.	Geoff	now	knew	about	my	dream	to	be	an	architect.	However,	he	had	yet	to	see
my	drawings	and	paintings.	There	were	just	certain	things	that	were	too	private	for	me	to
share.

I	was	also	going	to	Paris.	Emma	had	gone	through	my	address	book	the	week	after	my
birthday	and	called	my	dad



I	walked	into	my	room	after	a	particularly	grueling	session	at	the	library.	My	term
papers	were	completed,	and	I	had	a	good	start	on	my	free-study	project,	but	I	was
exhausted.	The	only	thing	I	wanted	to	do	was	take	a	bath	and	put	my	feet	up.	Dinner	was
definitely	debatable	at	this	point.	When	I	came	in,	Emma	was	on	the	phone	and	waved	at
me.

I	realized	that	my	address	book	was	open	on	my	desk	to	my	dad’s	information.	“Mr.
Walker,	Sophie	just	walked	in,”	she	said.	“Oh,	okay	—	no	problem	—	Dan	it	is.	Sophie,
your	dad	wants	to	speak	with	you.”

“Okay,”	I	said,	wondering	what	the	hell	was	happening.	“Daddy?”

“Hi,	Soph.	So	what’s	this	I	hear	about	a	trip	to	Paris?”

I	glared	at	Emma,	who	looked	at	me	sheepishly.	She	and	Geoff	had	been	trying	to	talk
me	into	this	trip	now	for	a	week.	“My	roommate	Emma	is	going	to	Paris	for	October
break,	Daddy.	I’m	staying	here	to	study.”

“Really?”	he	said	gruffly.	“That’s	not	how	I	heard	it.”

“It’ll	just	be	her	and	her	boyfriend	and	another	couple	in	Paris.	They’re	going	to	stay	in
an	apartment	by	themselves,”	I	said,	thinking	the	parentless	part	of	this	trip	would	cause
him	to	forbid	me	to	go.

“Sophie,	I	trust	you.	You	have	to	trust	your	kid	when	they’re	5,000	miles	away.

According	to	Emma,	you	just	need	to	buy	a	train	ticket.	I	can	help	you	with	that	–
consider	it	a	late	birthday	gift.	You	should	do	this.	You	work	too	hard	and	are	missing	out
on	being	a	teenager.	Sweetie,	what	you’ve	been	doing	is	great,	but	I	don’t	want	you	to
have	any	regrets.”

How	could	you	say	no	to	that?	We	talked	a	little	more	until	he	had	to	get	back	to	work.
Emma	just	smirked	at	me.	Important	lesson	learned	today,	I	noted	—	you	can’t	say	no	to
Emma.

The	ticket	arrived	the	next	day.	Dad	was	able	to	find	a	nice	student	rate,	so	this	really



was	a	next-to-nothing	trip.	It	wasn’t	in	the	first-class	section,	but	it	would	get	me	from
London	to	Paris.	Emma	and	my	dad	were	now	best	friends,	by	the	way.

Creepy,	I	thought	to	myself,	willing	the	post	office	line	to	move	faster.	The	weather
had	gotten	much	colder	in	the	last	few	days,	so	we	were	now	wearing	jackets	with	our
sweaters.	Geoff	had	grabbed	tea	for	both	of	us	from	the	Student	Union	before	coming	to
the	post	office.	Finally,	it	was	my	turn	at	the	counter.

“Good	afternoon.	What	can	I	do	for	you?”	the	clerk	asked	pleasantly.

“I	need	to	overnight	these	applications	and	get	proof	of	delivery,	please.”	I	handed	her
the	envelopes	and	address	labels.

She	made	some	keystrokes	on	her	computer	and	said,	“That	will	be	thirty-seven
pounds	forty-five,	luv.	Good	luck	with	your	applications.”

“Thanks.”	I	handed	her	two	twenties	before	Geoff	could	reach	for	his	wallet.	He	had
an	annoying	habit	of	paying	for	things	when	we	were	together.	I	had	almost	vetoed	him
from	coming	with	me	because	I	knew	he	would	to	try	to	pay	for	the	postal	fees.

Given	our	past,	it	made	me	uncomfortable	to	accept	anything	from	him.	Geoff,	in	turn,
wanted	to	make	up	as	much	as	possible,	which	included	spending	money	on	things	that
were	none	of	his	business.

“Nice	move,	Walker,”	Geoff	said,	stuffing	his	wallet	back	into	his	pocket.

I	just	smirked	and	took	my	change	from	the	clerk.	“Oh,	I	also	have	a	pickup	ticket.
May	I	give	that	to	you?”

She	nodded	and	retrieved	a	small	box	for	me	from	Heather.	“Thanks	again,”	I	said,
signing	for	it.

“From	your	friends	back	home?”	Geoff	asked.

I	nodded,	taking	the	box	to	the	packing	table	and	opening	it	with	my	keys.	Inside	was	a
tape	cassette	and	a	letter	from	Dad.	Lately,	Lex,	Heather,	and	Kevin	had	been	recording
messages	on	tape	cassettes	for	my	Walkman.	I	was	returning	the	favor	as	well	—	one	of



my	birthday	gifts	had	been	a	recorder.	My	dad	flat-out	refused	and	just	wrote	to	me	every
week.	“Yeah,	I’m	interested	in	seeing	what	my	friend	Lex	decided	to	do	about	his	demo
tapes.”

Lex’s	parents	had	come	up	with	a	great	bribe	to	get	him	to	go	to	college.	If	he
completed	two	years	of	college,	they	would	pay	to	have	demo	tapes	produced	for	him	as
soon	as	he	got	his	associate’s	degree.	To	say	Lex	was	interested	would	be	an
understatement,	but	he	was	concerned	that	he	would	be	selling	out	if	he	agreed.

“That’s	quite	a	decision	for	him,”	Geoff	remarked.

“Yeah,	it	is.	Lex	has	been	talking	about	taping	his	demos	ever	since	we	were	in
elementary	school.	He	is	really	good,	especially	when	Heather	is	singing	with	him.	He’s
worried	that	he’ll	lose	ground	if	he	spends	two	years	in	school.”

“I	am	sure	he’ll	figure	it	out.	Anyway,	how	should	we	celebrate?”

“Celebrate	what?”

“Your	future	acceptance	to	Oxford,”	he	replied,	winking	at	me.	“We	can	be	dorm
mates.”	Geoff	had	received	confirmation	yesterday	that	he	had	early	acceptance	to	Oxford.
To	say	that	Geoff	was	relieved	was	another	understatement.	For	all	of	Geoff’s	bluster,	I
had	learned	that	he	was	insecure	about	living	up	to	his	father’s	image.	Both	Geoff	and
Emma	clearly	adored	their	parents.	In	fact,	they	actually	spoke	to	their	parents	at	least
twice	a	week	and	had	the	occasional	Sunday	brunch	with	them.	Geoff	lived	in	fear	of	not
measuring	up	to	his	father’s	success.

From	what	I	knew,	Duncan	Carmichael	was	the	son	of	an	Anglican	preacher	in	Bath.
Duncan	came	to	Oxford	during	the	late	sixties	to	major	in	business.	He	graduated	from
college	with	several	job	offers	and	a	new	wife,	Imogen,	whom	he	met	in	school.	Instead	of
joining	a	firm,	he	started	his	own	brokerage,	with	Imogen	working	as	his	secretary	during
the	first	years.

By	the	time	Geoff	was	born,	Duncan	was	a	millionaire	several	times	over,	surpassing
even	the	wealth	of	Imogen’s	family.	She	now	worked	in	charities	around	England	that
focused	on	abused	women	and	children.	One	of	Imogen’s	teenage	friends	had	been	a
victim	of	an	abusive	relationship.	It	was	her	passion	to	help	victims,	and	she	was	a
registered	counselor.	She	returned	to	work	when	her	kids	started	high	school.



The	Carmichaels	were	quite	the	family	on	paper.	It	would	be	interesting	when	I	met
them	in	person.	The	plan	was	to	stay	the	first	weekend	of	October	break	at	the	Carmichael
home	in	London	and	then	leave	for	Paris	on	the	Eurostar.	I	couldn’t	believe	that	their
parents	were	okay	with	this	arrangement.

Frankly,	I	couldn’t	believe	that	Dad	was	okay	with	me	going	on	this	parent-free
vacation,	but	I	wasn’t	shacking	up	with	a	horny	and	pushy	boyfriend.	Emma	was	debating
about	sleeping	with	Simon.	The	thought	gave	me	hives,	but	she	was	serious	about	doing	it
with	Simon.	Jillian	had	confided	to	us	that	she	and	David	were	sleeping	with	each	other
whenever	they	could.	Emma	wanted	to	do	it	with	Simon	so	that	she	“wouldn’t	have	the
indignity	of	going	to	university	as	a	virgin.”	She	wanted	me	to	have	a	boyfriend	so	I
would	also	lose	my	virginity.	In	fact,	she	was	actually	pushing	Geoff	for	this	reason.	She
had	said,	“Sophie,	Geoff	would	be	good	for	you.	He	slept	with	Vivienne	and	a	couple	of
other	women.	He	would	be	able	to	do	the	job	quite	properly.”

Not	the	best	advertisement,	although	she	was	right	that	I	could	do	worse	than	Geoff.
Not	that	it	would	be	a	chore.	Even	when	I	couldn’t	stand	Geoff,	I	had	acknowledged	how
gorgeous	he	was.	Heather	had	drooled	over	him	when	she	found	a	picture	of	him	playing
polo	in	my	annual.	

Spending	time	with	him	had	made	me	fantasize	about	him.	A	dangerous	hobby,	given
how	he	had	been	my	enemy	in	the	not-too-distant	past.	Besides,	I	didn’t	want	my	first	time
to	be	just	about	losing	my	virginity.	I	had	no	problems	with	graduating	high	school	as	a
virgin.	Call	me	old	fashioned,	but	when	I	had	sex,	I	wanted	it	to	mean	something.	I	wasn’t
even	sure	that	I	had	the	emotional	maturity	to	handle	a	sexual	relationship	at	this	stage	of
my	life.	Starting	a	relationship	with	someone	at	school	was	a	bad	idea,	since	I	was	going
back	to	the	States	permanently	in	the	spring.

“Penny	for	your	thoughts?”	Geoff	asked,	noticing	I	had	spaced	out	for	a	moment.

“Sorry,	buddy.	You’d	have	to	give	me	fifty	pounds	worth	of	pennies,”	I	said,	smirking
as	he	groaned	at	the	infamous	penny	memory.	“If	you	want	anything	out	of	me,	you’d
better	raise	it	to	a	shilling.”

“How	about	I	buy	you	a	cookie,	and	you	tell	me?”	Geoff	said,	laughing.

I	laughed,	too.	Laughing	was	actually	easy	with	Geoff	—	go	figure.	“Fine,	you	don’t
have	to	pay	for	anything.	I	was	just	thinking	about	how	glad	I	am	that	I	don’t	have	to	fill
out	any	more	applications.”	I	pulled	out	my	mail	from	my	box	and	noticed	I	had	a	thick
white	envelope	with	a	return	address	from	Rhode	Island.	An	eerie	feeling	of	deja	vu	came



over	me	as	I	flashed	back	to	the	summer	of	1992.

“Sophie,	what	is	it?”	he	asked	when	he	realized	I	had	become	fixated	on	that	envelope.

“Looks	like	I	got	a	response	from	Rhode	Island,”	I	said	calmly.

“Well	then,	open	it,”	he	replied.	I	nodded	and	put	down	the	rest	of	my	mail	and	slowly
opened	envelope.

Dear	Ms.	Walker,

Congratulations,	welcome	to	the	Rhode	Island	School	of	Design	freshman	class

of….

I	looked	up	at	Geoff,	who	had	gone	a	little	pale.	“I	got	in,”	I	said,	smiling.	I	was	going
home.

Geoff’s	Perspective

I	looked	at	Sophie	incredulously.	Of	course	she	had	gotten	in.	Any	school	would	be
barking	mad	to	not	accept	her	into	its	program.	As	I	had	come	to	find	out	from	spending
time	with	Sophie,	she	was	not	only	brilliant	but	also	massively	talented.	For	her	open-
study	class,	she	designed	a	whole	city	based	on	the	principles	of	green	engineering.	When
she	hadn’t	been	looking,	I’d	stolen	a	couple	of	glances	at	her	sketchbook.	She	was	an
amazing	artist.	Now,	she	would	be	an	amazing	artist	on	a	different	continent.	Until	this
moment,	I	hadn’t	thought	about	her	leaving.

“Oh,	congratulations,”	I	said,	trying	to	mean	it.	I	knew	how	much	she	wanted	to	get
into	the	Rhode	Island	School	of	Design.	She	was	passionate	about	it	and	had	applied	for
early	acceptance.

“Thanks!	I’m	going	back	to	my	room	to	call	my	dad!”	She	quickly	gathered	her	things
and	started	running	down	the	hallway.

I	watched	her	and	thought	about	her	future.	This	was	probably	the	first	of	many
acceptances	for	her.	She	would	get	into	all	her	choices.	They	were	all	in	the	States.	It	was



no	secret	how	homesick	she	was.	Even	before	we	started	hanging	out	together,	I	watched
her	when	she	wasn’t	looking.	Sophie	would	stare	out	the	window	—	it	didn’t	take	a	genius
to	guess	what	she	was	thinking	about.	Even	if	she	were	accepted	to	Oxford	and	Kingston,
she	would	probably	go	back	to	the	States	in	the	summer.	The	thought	depressed	me,	plain
and	simple.	Then,	it	hit	me	like	a	ton	of	bricks	—	I	was	in	love	with	Sophie.	I	had	been	for
some	time.	Now,	she	was	leaving.

Emma	walked	up,	giving	me	a	hug.	“Sophie	posted	her	applications?”

“Yeah,”	I	said.

“Are	you	okay,	Geoff?”	Emma	has	an	uncanny	ability	to	see	right	into	me.	We	were
Irish	twins,	born	fourteen	months	apart,	who	knew	the	good,	the	bad,	and	the	ugly	about
each	other.	She	saw	the	best	in	me,	even	when	I	acted	like	a	prick.

“Honestly,	not	really.”	I	pulled	out	a	cigarette	and	offered	her	one.	She	shook	her	head.

“Buy	me	a	coffee,”	she	suggested,	taking	my	arm	as	we	walked	to	the	Student	Union.

I	got	a	coffee	for	me	and	a	cappuccino	for	her.	

“Okay,	Geoff.	What’s	bothering	you?”	Emma	asked.

“Sophie	got	accepted	into	university,”	I	replied,	taking	a	sip	of	my	coffee.

An	hour	later,	Emma	and	I	walked	back	to	her	dorm	room.	I	felt	drained	but	a	little
better.	She	recommended	that	I	just	tell	Sophie	my	feelings	and	let	the	chips	fall	where
they	were	meant	to.	It	was	good	advice,	but	I	couldn’t	do	that	just	yet.	First	of	all,	I	still
hadn’t	told	Sophie	about	the	bet	with	Simon.	Emma	didn’t	even	know	that	I	had	made	a
bet.	It	wouldn’t	be	fair	to	Sophie	to	start	a	relationship	with	that	hanging	over	our	heads.	I
wanted	a	clean	slate	before	going	down	that	route.

Arriving	at	her	door,	we	could	hear	Sophie	excitedly	talking	to	someone.	As	we
entered	the	room,	we	saw	Jill	sitting	with	Sophie	on	her	bed,	looking	at	the	glossy
envelope.

“I	know,”	Emma	said,	smiling.	“You	bitch	—	you’re	leaving	me,	aren’t	you?”



“RISD	was	my	first	choice!	I	can’t	believe	it!”

“Sophie	and	I	were	just	talking	about	the	campus,”	Jill	said.	“My	grandfather	used	to
take	us	to	Providence	each	year	during	the	summer.	The	area	is	beautiful.”

“We	should	celebrate	when	we	get	to	Paris,”	Emma	said.

“Just	leave	me	in	the	Louvre,”	Sophie	sighed.	“A	couple	of	days	there	would	be
celebration	enough.”

“Hah,	not	likely,	Walker,”	I	commented,	trying	to	swagger	a	little	to	cover	my	hurt.
“You	need	to	experience	Paris	outside	of	a	museum.”

“Like	at	a	store,”	Emma	winked.	“Anyway,	we	leave	tomorrow	at	six	a.m.	for	London.
Ladies,	we	need	to	pack.	Geoff,	I’m	kicking	you	out.”

“I	know	where	I’m	not	wanted.	Congratulations	again,	Sophie.	You	really	deserve
this.”	This	time,	I	knew	it	wasn’t	my	imagination	—	there	was	a	definite	spark	there.



Chapter	6:	Meet	The	Parents

Sophie’s	Perspective

At	five	the	next	morning,	I	was	bouncing	off	the	wall.	Finally,	we	were	about	to	leave
for	London.	I	could	hardly	believe	it.	The	only	thing	that	could	make	this	day	any	better
was	if	Heather,	Lex,	and	Kevin	were	coming	along	with	us.

Last	night	had	been	both	exciting	and	a	blur.	After	Geoff	left,	Emma	and	Jillian	broke
out	a	bottle	of	champagne.	Why	they	had	a	bottle	of	Dom	Perignon	in	Emma’s	sock
drawer,	I	had	no	idea.	But	I	was	so	high	about	my	acceptance	that	I	waived	my	usual
alcohol	ban	and	took	a	drink	with	them.	I	called	my	father,	and	he	was	beyond	thrilled	for
me	but	a	little	wistful.	Cal	Poly	was	reasonably	his	first	choice	since	he	could	see	me
more.	The	last	three	years	had	been	hard	on	us	both.	Cal	Poly	was	still	a	possibility,	but
even	if	I	went	to	Rhode	Island,	it	was	still	a	hell	of	a	lot	closer	to	Goleta	than	Nottingham
was.

After	I	spoke	with	Dad,	I	called	Heather	and	caught	her	getting	ready	to	go	to	San
Marcos	High	School	homecoming	dance.	We	spent	an	hour	talking	about	how	different
our	lives	were	from	where	we	were	three	years	ago.	I	was	getting	ready	to	go	London,	and
she	was	getting	ready	to	go	to	a	dance.	We	were	both	jealous	of	each	other,	since	she
always	wanted	to	go	to	Europe	and	I	missed	my	old	school.	She,	Lex,	and	Kevin	were
hoping	to	come	to	England	in	April	during	their	spring	break.	If	that	worked	out,	we	were
planning	to	meet	up	in	London	during	the	weekend.	I	didn’t	get	to	bed	until	midnight,	so
now	I	was	wound	up	with	nervous	energy,	too	little	sleep,	too	much	caffeine	and	too	much
excitement.

“Jesus,	Sophie.	Calm	the	fuck	down,”	Geoff	said,	puffing	on	a	cigarette	while
watching	me	pace	the	platform.	I	attributed	his	grumpy	mood	to	the	early	departure	time
Emma	had	booked	for	us.	Simon	was	ignoring	me,	and	David	and	Jillian	were	making	out,
oblivious	to	everyone	but	themselves.

“Chill	out	yourself,	Geoff,”	I	said,	sticking	out	my	tongue	at	him.	He	just	smirked	at
me	while	I	looked	at	the	tunnel	for	the	umpteenth	time.	Glancing	at	my	watch,	I	wondered
if	I	could	get	another	cup	of	tea	from	a	vendor	before	the	train	came.

“Sophie,	you’re	going	to	be	in	the	loo	the	entire	trip	if	you	keep	drinking,”	Geoff
called	out	as	I	bought	my	tea.



“Geoff,	you’re	going	to	need	an	iron	lung	if	you	keep	smoking,”	I	replied.	That	earned
me	a	giggle	from	Emma,	who	was	leaning	on	Simon,	and	an	unladylike	snort	from	Jillian.
Both	Geoff	and	Simon	stomped	out	their	cigarettes,	turning	red.

Simon	noticed	my	bag.	“Hey,	Sophia.	What	the	hell	kind	of	thing	is	that?”	he	asked,
sniggering.

“That,	Simon,	is	my	father’s	army	bag	from	when	he	was	in	the	service,”	I	replied,
pushing	it	between	my	feet	and	wishing	I	had	worn	the	matching	army	jacket.	The	damp
air	was	chilly.

“That	fucking	thing	is	ugly	as	sin.”

“It	got	my	dad	through	two	tours	in	Vietnam.	I	love	it,	and	it	has	character.”	My	dad
had	sworn	it	was	lucky,	and	I	believed	him.

“Stop	it,	Simon,”	Emma	said,	stroking	his	arm.	“I	like	it	—	very	retro,	Sophie.”

“Thanks,	Emma.”	I	said.	As	the	train	started	rolling	up	to	the	platform,	my	bladder
began	to	feel	full.	Dammit	Geoff,	I	thought.	He	jinxed	me.

The	ride	from	Nottingham	to	London	was	just	under	two	hours.	Emma	had	chosen	a	5
a.m.	departure	time	so	we	could	have	breakfast	with	their	parents	and	still	get	in	a	full	day
of	sightseeing	before	heading	off	to	Paris.

Our	train	pulled	into	the	station	at	5:10	a.m.,	and	we	were	on	the	way	to	London	at
5:30.	We	arrived	at	7:20	to	see	Geoff	and	Emma’s,	as	well	as	Jillian’s	and	David’s,	parents
at	the	station.	That	left	Simon	and	me	the	odd	ones	out.	For	the	first	time,	I	felt	something
other	than	contempt	for	Simon	as	he	stood	to	the	side	with	me.	His	parents	also	lived	in
London,	but	they	were	in	New	York	on	business.	I	got	the	impression	from	Geoff	and
Emma	that	his	parents	traveled	a	lot	and	that	he	was	alone	quite	a	bit.	Like	me,	he	was	an
only	child.	It	made	me	think	of	Dad	and	how	much	he	cherished	our	time	together.

Watching	our	friends	with	their	parents,	I	turned	to	Simon	and	in	an	attempt	to	bond
with	him,	I	said,	“You	know,	Simon,	I	don’t	know	about	you,	but	I	really	miss	my	dad.”

“Well,	Yank,	you	can	always	go	back	if	you’re	homesick.	You’re	not	exactly



adding	to	the	UK,”	he	replied,	snidely.

I	turned	away.	So	much	for	trying	to	be	nice,	I	thought.	“I	guess,	well,	I’m	excited
about	today.	I	can’t	wait	to	see	the	Tate.”

“I	would	imagine	it’s	pretty	amazing	compared	to	your	hick	town	in	California,”	he
said	smugly.

That	got	to	me.	Like	Santa	Barbara	was	a	hick	town.	And	LA	was	only	a	couple	of
hours	away!	I	had	been	to	the	Miracle	Mile	more	times	than	he	had	probably	cracked	open
a	book.	“You	know	what,	Simon?”	I	said	sweetly.	“You	should	visit	me	in	California
during	winter	break.”

“And	why	is	that,	Yank?”	he	asked,	leering	at	me	like	I	was	prostituting	myself.

“Because	I	would	love	taking	you	to	the	La	Brea	tar	pits	so	I	could	push	you	in	with
your	Mastodon	brethren,”	I	told	him,	smiling	at	his	expression.	Geoff	and	Emma	were
walking	up	with	their	folks.

“Sophie,	these	are	my	parents,	Duncan	and	Imogen	Carmichael,”	Geoff	said,	taking
my	hand	and	pulling	me	to	the	handsome	couple.

I	felt	like	I	was	10	years	old	all	over	again.	“Hi,	Mr.	and	Mrs.	Carmichael.	It’s	nice	to
meet	you,”	I	said,	shaking	hands	with	both	of	them.

“Likewise.	The	pleasure	is	ours,”	Imogen	replied.	She	was	an	incredibly	beautiful
woman	with	caramel-colored	hair	and	deep	aqua	eyes.	I	could	see	where	Geoff	got	his
coloring.	“Both	Emma	and	Geoff	keep	talking	about	you.”

“Mum,”	Geoff	said,	shaking	his	head.

“Sophie,	good	to	meet	you,”	Duncan	said.	He	was	blond	with	Emma’s	blue	eyes.	Geoff
and	he	looked	exactly	alike,	while	Emma	looked	like	Imogen	but	was	fair	like	her	father.

“Thanks,”	I	said.

“Now	children,	we’re	going	to	drop	off	your	bags	at	home	and	meet	up	with	everyone



for	breakfast,”	Imogen	said,	as	Duncan	and	Geoff	started	to	grab	the	luggage.

“Sophie,	where	are	your	things?”	Duncan	asked,	picking	up	two	of	Emma’s	cases.

“Right	here,”	I	said,	shifting	my	bag	on	my	shoulder.

“That’s	all?”	he	asked,	disbelief	lighting	up	his	handsome	face.

“That’s	all,”	I	answered,	smiling.

“Geoff,	marry	her.	Your	back	will	never	go	out,”	Duncan	laughed	as	I	turned	beet	red.

“Okay,	boys,”	Imogen	said	once	the	laughter	died	down.	“Stop	bothering	the	poor	girl,
and	take	her	bag.”

“Oh,	that’s	not	necessary,”	I	said.	“It’s	not	that	heavy.”

“Nonsense,	Sophie.	I	insist,”	she	told	me,	taking	my	arm.	“So,	Emma	tells	me	you
want	to	study	design	in	school.	I	studied	art	history	myself	in	university.”

Simon	was	staying	with	the	Carmichaels,	so	we	all	walked	over	to	the	chauffeured	car
they	had	taken	from	their	home.	As	the	man	opened	the	door	for	us,	I	started	thinking	of
my	dad	picking	me	up	from	the	airport	in	his	1980	Buick	La	Sabre.	I	used	to	call	it	the
Batmobile.	Oh,	yeah,	using	a	chauffeured	limo	—	that’s	normal	for	me.

Judging	by	the	way	the	others	handled	the	situation,	this	was	completely	normal	for
them.

“Your	first	time	in	a	limo,	Sophia?”	Simon	asked.

“Yup,	unless	you	count	the	time	my	dad	helped	parked	limos	when	President	Reagan
came	to	Santa	Barbara.	My	dad	helped	with	the	overflow,	and	school	was	out	that	day,”	I
replied,	smiling	at	the	memory.	The	president	had	attracted	a	number	of	wealthy	patrons,
so	the	sheriff	asked	for	volunteers	to	help	with	the	traffic.	Dad	volunteered	and	had	been
responsible	for	directing	the	limos.	He	had	let	me	sit	in	the	front	with	him	when	a	couple
of	parking	attendants	didn’t	show.



“Figures,”	he	commented.	

Prick,	I	thought.	What	did	I	ever	do	to	him?

“What	was	that,	Simon?”	Imogen	asked.

“Nothing,	ma’am,”	he	said,	sitting	up	straight.

The	drive	to	the	house	didn’t	take	long,	and	before	I	knew	it,	we	were	parked	in	front
of	a	group	of	townhomes.	The	area	reminded	me	of	documentaries	that	I	had	seen	of	New
York’s	Upper	East	Side.	The	street	was	lined	with	trees.	If	I	hadn’t	seen	the	skyscrapers,	I
would	have	sworn	we	were	in	a	suburb	somewhere.

As	the	chauffeur	let	us	out	of	the	car,	I	looked	around	again.	“We	live	in
Knightsbridge,	Sophie,”	Emma	said.	“It	gives	us	a	wicked	view	of	everything,	and	we	are
located	by	the	best	stores,	restaurants,	you	name	it.”

“Wow,”	I	replied,	amazed.	I	knew	that	Emma	and	Geoff	were	well	off,	but	I	didn’t
realize	by	how	much.	In	fact,	this	was	a	little	intimating,	“Simon,	do	you	live	near	here?”

“My	family	lives	down	the	street.	What	about	you,	Sophia?	Where	is	your	house?”

“I	live	in	Goleta,	California.	That’s	by…”

“By	Santa	Barbara,	right?”	Duncan	asked,	opening	the	door	for	us.

“Yes.	How	did	you	know?	Have	you	been	there?”	Duncan	was	the	first	person	to	have
any	inkling	of	where	my	hometown	was.

“I	gave	a	lecture	there	last	year	in	the	university’s	business	department.”

“We	took	a	tour	through	wine	country	afterwards.	Lovely	area,”	Imogen	added.
“Please	come	in.”



Walking	through,	I	realized	this	had	to	be	the	most	elegant	house	I	had	ever	stepped
into	except	for	Hearst	Castle.	It	was	simply	stunning.	The	early	morning	sunlight	through
the	foyer	skylight	made	the	marble	floors	sparkle.	The	muted	color	scheme	seemed	to
glow.

“Mr.	and	Mrs.	Carmichael,	your	home	is	beautiful,”	I	said	breathlessly,	feeling	horribly
out	of	place	now.	My	house	could	actually	fit	in	this	foyer,	I	realized.	I	giggled	nervously,
thinking	of	Dad’s	plaid	recliner	by	the	marble	staircase.

“Thank	you,	darling.	Emma,	why	don’t	you	show	Sophie	around,	and	Geoff,	you	get
Simon	settled	in,”	Imogen	said.

Emma	grabbed	my	hand.	“C’mon,	Sophie!”	With	that,	Hurricane	Emma	started
bounding	up	the	stairs.

“Emma,	slow	down,	or	I’ll	never	find	my	way	back,”	I	squealed,	as	we	ran	down	the
hallway.

“Oh,	don’t	be	silly,”	she	said,	stopping	at	a	door	with	a	poster	of	the	Royal	Ballet	on
the	front.	“This	is	my	room.”

Emma	had	the	most	beautiful	bedroom	I	had	ever	seen.	It	was	tastefully	done	in
lavender	and	yet	comfortable	at	the	same	time.	The	room	had	a	dressing	screen,	walk-in
closet	and	queen-size	canopy	bed.	It	also	had	an	attached	ensuite	bathroom	and	an
amazing	view	of	Hyde	Park	from	her	terrace.	Yes,	Ms.	Carmichael	had	a	freaking	terrace,
which	she	opened	to	let	in	the	fresh	morning	air.

“C’mon,	Sophie.	You’ll	want	to	see	this	view.	I	know	you’ll	want	to	draw	from	here,”
she	called	to	me.	She	knew	me	too	well.

“Okay,	you	win.	Wow,	Emma,	this	is	amazing,”	I	said,	taking	in	the	London	skyline.

“Let	me	show	you	to	your	room.”	She	grabbed	my	hand	again	and	took	me	to	the	room
next	to	hers.	It,	too,	was	spectacular,	no	question	about	it.	In	the	center	was	a	queen-size
bed	with	a	wrought-iron	frame.	This	room	also	had	a	terrace	with	a	terrific	view	and	an
adjoining	bathroom.	I	was	in	heaven.



“Emma,	I	think	we	should	forget	Paris	and	just	stay	here,”	I	said,	looking	for	a	place	to
put	down	my	bag.	I	was	afraid	to	just	drop	my	dad’s	bag	on	the	floor	here	like	I	did	in	the
dorm.	Some	long-ago	microbes	or	particles	from	Agent	Orange	might	contaminate	the
Persian	rug.

“Oh,	stop,”	Emma	scolded,	smiling	at	my	exuberance.

“Ladies,	how	are	you	doing?”	we	heard	Geoff	ask.	He	and	Simon	were	watching	from
the	doorframe.	Geoff	had	an	amused	expression	that	mirrored	Emma’s,	while	Simon	just
looked	snide.

“Admiring	the	view.	I	just	told	Emma	that	you’ll	probably	have	to	drag	me	back	to
Dowsford.”	I	opened	the	French	doors	to	allow	fresh	air	into	the	room.

“Getting	a	taste	of	the	good	life,	Sophia?”	Simon	asked	smugly.

“What	do	you	mean?”	I	replied,	not	really	paying	attention.

“This	has	to	be	a	bit	overwhelming	for	a	girl	from	some	hick	town	in	California.”

“Simon!”	both	Geoff	and	Emma	exclaimed.

I	turned	around	slowly.	“You	know	what,	Simon?	I	really	don’t	know	what	your
problem	is.	What	do	you	have	against	California,	or	Goleta,	for	that	matter?	Is	it	just	me
who	offends	you	or	the	state	itself?	In	fact,	have	you	actually	been	to	California?	If	it’s	me
you	find	offensive,	I	can	live	with	that,	but	don’t	dis	my	home	state,	asshole.”

Simon	turned	red	and	was	about	to	say	something	when	we	heard	Imogen	call	out,
“Children,	if	you’re	settled,	we’re	going	to	have	breakfast.”

“Geoff,	you	and	Sophie	go	on	down.	Simon	and	I	are	going	to	have	a	talk,”	Emma
said,	glowering	at	Simon.

“Emma,”	I	started	to	say.



“Don’t	worry,	Sophie,”	she	said,	gesturing	me	to	go.

“C’mon,	Sophie.”	Geoff	took	my	arm	as	we	made	our	way	downstairs.	I	heard	the	door
close	behind	us.

“I’m	so	sorry,	Geoff.	I	should	have	kept	my	mouth	shut,”	I	said	as	we	walked	to	the
staircase.

He	pulled	me	aside	into	an	empty	room.	“Sophie,	there’s	no	reason	for	you	to	be

sorry.”

“I	don’t	want	to	be	a	source	of	tension	for	them.”	I	was	getting	more	upset	by	the
moment.

“Sophie,	you	shouldn’t	put	up	with	this,	period.”

“I	have	in	the	past,”	I	said.	Suddenly,	the	air	was	a	little	charged	between	us.

“That’s	the	point	—	it	was	wrong,	I	was	wrong,	Simon	is	wrong,”	he	insisted,	putting
his	forehead	against	mine.	My	heart	started	to	race.	“Sophie,	I	need	to	tell	you	something.”
His	turquoise	eyes	were	both	smoldering	and	fearful	at	the	same	time.	How	was	that
possible?

“Kids,	come	down.	Breakfast	is	ready!”	Duncan	called.

“We’d	better	go,”	I	said,	gently	pushing	Geoff	away.	The	intensity	of	the	moment
made	me	a	little	uncomfortable.

He	nodded.	“We	can	talk	about	it	later,”	he	murmured.

We	walked	down	the	staircase.	Simon	and	Emma	were	right	behind	us,	neither	one
looking	happy.	Imogen	and	Duncan	—	and	an	amazing	spread	on	the	table	—	were
waiting	for	us.

Simon	looked	at	Geoff	and	me.	I	could	have	sworn	I	saw	a	light	go	off	in	his	head.



He	smirked	at	me	again.	“Sophia,	I’m	sorry.	I	will	try	to	be	civil.”

I	just	nodded,	not	wanting	the	weekend	to	be	any	more	awkward	than	it	already	was.
Emma	smiled	when	she	realized	we	were	not	trying	to	kill	each	other.	But	she	frowned
when	she	noticed	things	were	strained	between	her	brother	and	me.

After	breakfast,	we	left	to	go	see	the	National	Gallery.	After	a	brief	argument,	Jill	and	I
got	our	way,	and	we	all	took	the	Tube,	much	to	Simon’s	and	the	Carmichaels’	chagrin.	The
number	of	people	around	us	made	it	hard	for	Geoff	and	me	to	have	a	private	moment.

The	evening	was	full	of	activities,	as	the	parents	wanted	to	take	us	out	to	dinner	at	Ivy
and	then	to	the	opera	house.	It	was	a	magical	day,	but	it	drove	home	to	me	how	different	I
was	from	them.	The	restaurant	radiated	elegance,	and	the	menu	was	extremely	pricey.	It
was	my	birthday	all	over	again	minus	the	snide	comments	from	Simon,	who	was	being
civil	for	a	change.

Looking	at	the	menu,	I	skipped	a	starter	and	went	straight	to	the	meal.	No	amount	of
persuasion	from	Emma,	Jillian,	David,	or	Geoff	could	change	my	mind,	but	at	least	Simon
remained	quiet.	The	Carmichaels	refused	to	let	me	pay	for	the	meal	or	my	opera	ticket.
The	show	was	the	Le	Boehme.	I	had	never	been	to	the	opera	before,	but	I	loved	it
immediately.	The	performance	was	powerful,	and	I	was	in	tears	as	I	watched	Mimi’s
death.

After	the	show,	we	returned	to	the	Carmichaels’	house.	Jill	and	David	came	for	dessert
and	then	left	with	their	parents.	Afterwards,	I	helped	Emma	pick	up	the	plates	and	take
them	to	the	kitchen.	One	thing	I	did	realize	was	that	Emma	and	Geoff	were	not	as	spoilt	as
I	once	thought.	They	were	responsible	for	things	like	keeping	their	room	neat	and	clearing
the	dishes	for	small	gatherings.	In	fact,	while	Simon	and	I	were	there,

Emma	and	Geoff	were	responsible	for	our	needs	since	we	were	their	guests,	even
though	the	Carmichaels	had	a	full	wait	staff.

“Okay,	Sophie.	What’s	going	on	with	you	and	my	brother?”	Emma	asked	as	I	carried
in	the	silver	service	to	the	kitchen.	“You	two	have	been	dancing	around	each	other	all
day.”

“Nothing	more	than	usual,”	I	said,	starting	the	sink	so	I	could	rinse	the	dishes	before
stacking	them	in	the	dishwasher.

“Pardon	me	for	saying	this,	but	bullshit!”	She	put	her	hands	on	her	hips.



“Emma,	let	it	go.”

“No.	What	happened?”

“Fine,	when	you	and	Simon	were	having	your	talk,	Geoff	and	I	walked	downstairs.	I
apologized	for	my	behavior,	and	he	pulled	me	into	your	dad’s	office.	You	could	say	we
had	a	moment,”	I	said	uneasily.	“Before	you	get	any	ideas,	nothing	happened.”

“Did	you	want	something	to	happen?”	Emma	asked,	drying	the	tea	service.

“I	don’t	know,	to	be	honest.	I	hated	Geoff	for	a	long	time,	Emma.	I	know	he’s	trying	to
make	up	for	it	now,	but	he	was	incredibly	cruel	to	me	for	a	long	time.	It’s	hard	enough
being	his	friend	now,	without	adding	something	else	to	the	awkwardness,	especially	given
the	fact	I’m	leaving	soon.”

“What	if	he	feels	something?	Would	that	change	things?	See	where	things	take	you	in
the	next	few	months.”

“Emma,	I’m	going	back	to	the	States	in	July	for	good.	Even	if	your	brother	felt
anything	for	me	other	than	guilt	and	we	both	acted	on	it,	we	have	an	end	date.	Even	before
you	say	there	are	plane	rides,	letters,	and	phone	calls,	long-distance	relationships	rarely
work.	I	can’t	afford	that	kind	of	relationship.	You	and	I	come	from	two	different	worlds,”	I
stated	as	we	walked	upstairs.

“What	do	you	mean	by	that?	Here,	come	out	to	my	balcony.	We	can	have	a	cup	of	tea
and	talk,”	Emma	said.

“It’s	pretty	obvious,	Emma	—	you	guys	are	filet	mignon,	and	I	am	chuck	meat.”
Emma	looked	at	me,	apparently	aghast	at	how	I	saw	myself.	“C’mon,	Emma.	It’s	not	a
secret	where	I	come	from	—	like	Simon	said,	I	come	from	a	small	town	in	California.	My
dad	is	a	paramedic,	and	my	entire	house	could	fit	into	your	foyer.	I’m	going	to	have	a	ton
of	student	loans	to	pay	off.	And	I’m	not	complaining	—	I’m	being	realistic,”	I	said,	taking
a	sip	of	my	tea.

“Sophie,	for	a	smart	girl,	you	are	barking	mad.	I	think	Geoff	does	like	you,	and	part	of
that	is	because	you	are	different	and	unique.”	Emma	raised	her	eyebrows,	daring	me	to
contradict	her.	“That	has	nothing	to	do	with	what	your	father	does	or	how	much	money



you	have	in	the	bank.	If	you	don’t	want	to	start	a	relationship	with	Geoff	because	you	are
leaving	soon,	that’s	one	thing.	But	don’t	give	up	merely	because	you	don’t	have	a	trust
fund.	That’s	ridiculous.”

With	that,	we	hugged	and	said	good	night,	and	I	left	Emma’s	room.	It	had	been	a	long
and	wonderful	yet	confusing	day.	We	were	scheduled	to	leave	tomorrow	at	noon,	so	that
meant	we	could	sleep	in	a	little.	I	had	every	intention	of	taking	advantage	of	that.	I	walked
to	my	door	and	had	the	oddest	feeling	that	I	was	not	alone.	Turning	around,	I	saw	Geoff	in
the	hallway,	his	intense	eyes	on	my	silhouette.

“Geoff?”	I	asked.

“Sophie,”	he	said,	startled.	Obviously,	he	hadn’t	realized	that	I	had	noticed	him.

“Everything	okay?”

“Can	I	talk	to	you	for	a	moment?”	he	asked,	walking	over.

“I	guess.	Do	you	want	to	speak	in	my	room?”

“Sure,”	he	said,	running	his	hands	through	his	hair.

“Geoff,	were	you	eavesdropping	on	us?”

“Not	intentionally.	I	was	going	to	get	a	book	from	my	dad’s	library	and	overheard	you
two	speaking.”

I	turned	bright	red.	“Oh.	What	did	you	hear?”

“Nothing	for	you	to	be	ashamed	about,”	he	told	me,	smiling.

“I	see.”

“Sophie,	I	want	you	to	know	I	find	you	fascinating.	You	are	amazing,”	he	said,	taking
my	hand.



“Geoff…”

“Don’t	worry.	I’m	not	going	to	say	something	that	would	embarrass	you.	But	know
this	—	anyone	would	be	honored	to	have	you,”	he	said,	kissing	my	cheek,	“Good	night,
love.”

I	touched	my	cheek	as	he	left.	It	was	tingly.	This	whole	situation	was	completely
surreal.



Chapter	7:	Things	Are	Changing

Geoff’s	Perspective

I	rushed	out	of	Sophie’s	room	and	ran	to	my	own.	Simon	had	his	own	room,	but
knowing	the	sod,	he	was	probably	trying	to	sneak	into	my	sister’s	bedroom	or	vice	versa.
Ick…	and	I	would	be	sharing	an	apartment	for	a	week	with	them.	At	least	now	I	had	some
privacy.	I	needed	it	after	that	little	scene.

After	our	episode	earlier	in	the	morning	in	my	dad’s	office,	we	had	gone	to	the
National	Royal	Gallery.	Watching	Sophie	had	been	breathtaking,	as	she	was	obviously	in
her	element.	Even	Simon	was	impressed.	She	knew	a	lot	about	each	painting	we	passed.
In	fact,	Sophie	knew	more	than	Emma,	who	was	obsessed	with	art	history,	and	as	much	as
my	mother,	who	had	studied	it	in	her	youth.	She	unknowingly	gave	us	an	impromptu	tour
of	the	museum,	telling	us	the	period	history	and	various	facts	one	would	expect	to	hear
from	a	curator.	Even	David	took	something	away	from	the	experience,	and	that	was
something,	given	he	lived	and	breathed	sports.

Sophie	didn’t	even	realize	it	until	Jillian	brought	it	up	during	the	Tube	ride	home.
“Sophie,	where	did	you	learn	all	that?	I	mean,	I’ve	traveled	all	over	the	world	and	didn’t
know	even	half	the	stuff	you	were	talking	about.”

“Hah.	Funny,	Jill,”	Sophie	replied,	blushing	a	little.

“Seriously,	Sophia,	as	much	as	I	hate	to	admit	it,	you	were	brilliant,”	Simon	said,	not
as	sarcastically	as	usual.	“You	revived	my	interested	in	art	after	Mr.	Tierney	killed	it.”

“I	guess	I	just	like	to	read	a	lot.	UCSB	is	not	far	from	my	house,	so	I	used	to	take
advantage	of	the	library	on	campus,”	she	said	quietly,	her	skin	now	a	lovely	shade	of	hot
pink.	“Sorry,	I	didn’t	mean	to	bore	everyone.”

“Hardly!”	David	said,	surprising	all	of	us.	“It	was	good	fun	—	good	enough	that	I
forgive	you	for	dragging	us	onto	this	god-awful	train.”

We	all	laughed,	including	Sophie.	She	got	quiet	again	after	the	ride.	The	car	picked	us
up,	and	we	rode	home	to	get	ready	for	dinner	with	our	parents.	I	wanted	to	talk	to	Sophie
about	our	moment	this	morning	but	didn’t	press	it.	It	wasn’t	going	to	happen	anyway
because	Emma	grabbed	Sophie	as	soon	as	we	walked	in	and	started	to	work	on	her



immediately.	Simon,	David,	and	I	just	shrugged	and	grabbed	a	smoke	before	dinner.
Because	we	were	going	to	the	opera	afterwards,	we	had	to	dress	up.	Sophie	was	worried
since	she	didn’t	have	anything	particularly	dressy,	but	Jillian	and	Emma	told	her	they	had
it	covered.

When	the	girls	came	down	the	stairs,	I	stopped	breathing	for	a	moment.	Sophie	wasn’t
wearing	her	glasses,	and	her	hair	was	not	in	its	usual	ponytail.	She	was	dressed	in	some
sort	of	burgundy-colored,	sleeveless	dress	that	ended	at	her	knees,	with	a	black	lace	wrap.
She	was	also	wearing	heels	for	a	change.	The	only	makeup	she	had	on	was	just	some	lip
gloss,	but	she	was	absolutely	stunning.	I	wished	she	were	my	girlfriend	so	I	could	lay
claim	to	her	as	she	walked	down	the	stairs.

Going	to	the	restaurant	was	a	little	awkward,	as	I	wanted	to	talk	to	her,	but	with	my
parents	there,	that	was	next	to	impossible.	The	only	tense	part	of	the	evening	was	when
Sophie	ordered	only	one	course.	No	one	could	talk	her	into	eating	anything	else.	The
opera	was	another	eye	opener.	Sophie	had	never	been	to	one	before	and	loved	it.	She	was
in	tears	by	the	end,	touched	by	the	beauty	of	it.	I	was	touched	by	her	innocence.

After	the	opera,	we	drove	home	to	have	coffee	and	cake.	David	and	Jillian	went	home
with	their	parents,	and	Sophie	and	Emma	stayed	downstairs	to	clean	up.	Simon	and	I
walked	up	to	get	ready	for	bed.

“Geoff,	mate,	I	need	you	to	cover	for	me,”	Simon	said	from	his	bedroom.

“Sure.	What	do	you	need?”

“I	want	to	try	and	sneak	into	Emma’s	room	after	she	and	Sophia	go	to	bed.”

I	groaned.	“Why	do	you	tell	me	these	things?	I	don’t	want	that	image	of	my

sister.”

“You’re	just	jealous	because	you	haven’t	gotten	any	since	last	summer,”	he	snickered.

Hah,	I	thought,	the	bastard	had	a	point.	The	fact	that	Sophie	and	I	had	that	intense
moment	in	the	office	didn’t	help	relieve	my	sexual	frustration.	Since	Simon	was	sneaking
into	Emma’s	room,	I	was	going	to	have	some	alone	time.



I	walked	down	the	hall	to	see	if	the	coast	was	clear	when	I	overheard	the	conversation
Sophie	and	Emma	were	having.	My	heart	stopped	when	Sophie	admitted	to	having	a	crush
on	me	but	didn’t	want	to	act	on	it	because	she	was	leaving	in	the	spring	and	then
confirmed	what	I	suspected	was	the	real	reason.	She	didn’t	think	she	was	good	enough	for
me.

I	watched	her	leave	Emma’s	room	and	Simon	slip	in.	The	moonlight	illuminated	her
like	a	painting.	She	gasped,	and	I	realized	she	hadn’t	known	I	was	in	the	hallway.	“Sophie,
can	I	talk	to	you	for	a	moment,”	I	asked.

“Sure.”	She	opened	her	bedroom	door.	“Geoff,	were	you	eavesdropping?”

Fuck,	I	thought.	I	wasn’t	as	stealthy	as	I	had	intended.	“Not	on	purpose.	I	was	going	to
get	a	book	from	my	dad’s	library	and	overheard	you	and	Emma.”

She	turned	bright	pink.	“Oh.	What	did	you	hear?”

“Nothing	for	you	to	be	ashamed	about.”

“I	see.”

“Sophie,	I	want	you	to	know	I	find	you	fascinating.	You	are	amazing,”	I	said,	taking
her	hand.

“Geoff…”

“Don’t	worry.	I’m	not	going	to	say	something	that	would	embarrass	you.	But	like	I
said	anyone	would	be	honored	if	you	dated	him.”	Then	I	kissed	her	cheek.	“Good	night,
love.”

I	left	the	room	without	looking	back.	I	don’t	think	I	could	have	taken	the	rejection	if	I
had	stuck	around	or	seen	the	expression	on	her	face.	Walking	into	my	bedroom,	I	thought
about	going	to	the	terrace	to	have	another	cigarette	to	calm	down.

On	my	third	puff,	I	realized	quickly	that	the	nicotine	wouldn’t	help.	Locking	the	door,	I
started	to	fantasize	about	Sophie.	I	knew	I	shouldn’t,	but	I	couldn’t	help	it.	I	first	thought
of	her	silhouetted	by	the	moon.	I	then	thought	of	her	on	her	birthday,	and	a	whole	barrage



of	memories	raced	through	my	mind.	My	hand	drifted	to	my	pants	and	into	my	boxers	and
after	a	quick	debate	with	myself,	I	decided	to	take	a	shower.

After	starting	the	water,	I	made	sure	my	bedroom	and	bathroom	doors	were	locked.	It
was	overkill,	but	the	idea	of	someone	catching	me	freaked	me	out.	When	the	water	was
warm	enough,	I	stepped	in	and	let	my	imagination	run	wild	again.	Instead	of	the	memories
I	already	had	of	Sophie,	I	thought	more	about	what	I	imagined	her	doing	and	enjoying
with	me.

In	my	mind,	I	saw	her	naked	in	the	shower,	water	dripping	down	her	back.	She	was
beckoning	for	me	to	join	her.	When	I	got	in,	she	sank	to	her	knees	and	took	me	into	her
mouth.	After	a	couple	of	minutes,	I	pulled	her	up	to	her	feet	and	started	to	kiss	her.	She
had	a	sweet	tangy	taste,	like	strawberries.	I	started	kissing	down	her	neck	to	her	breasts
and	sucked	on	her	nipples.	She	started	moaning.	“Oh,	Geoff.”

“That’s	right,	love,”	I	said,	pulling	her	legs	around	my	waist	and	entering	her.	We
started	moving	together	in	rhythm.

Before	long,	I	exploded	onto	my	hand.	Shuddering,	I	collected	myself	against	the	wall
and	washed	away	the	results.	I	got	out	and	dried	off	quickly.	Physically,	I	was	more
relaxed,	but	mentally,	I	was	a	mess.	As	much	as	I	had	enjoyed	it,	the	aftermath	sucked
because	the	girl	I	wanted	wasn’t	here	with	me.



Chapter	8:	Paris	Ville	De	L’amour

Sophie’s	Perspective

The	next	morning,	we	got	up	at	nine	to	get	ready	for	our	train.	I	had	slept	surprisingly
well,	considering	how	excited	I	was	about	going	to	Paris	and	how	Geoff	had	affected	me
last	night.	I	had	been	kissed	before	but	I’d	never	had	a	reaction	like	that,	and	Geoff	had
only	kissed	my	cheek.	Given	the	busy	day	we’d	had,	I	wasn’t	surprised	that	I	had	fallen
asleep,	but	the	fact	that	I	slept	through	the	whole	night	was	a	bit	odd.	Whenever	I	was
stressed,	I	usually	woke	up	at	all	hours.

Now	that	it	was	daylight,	I	couldn’t	help	but	think	about	what	had	happened	last
evening.	Geoff’s	kiss	could	not	have	been	more	platonic,	but	I	knew	there	was	more	to	it
than	either	of	us	was	admitting.	I	had	valid	reasons	for	not	wanting	to	pursue	a
relationship	with	Geoff.	I	wasn’t	sure	that	I	would	ever	be	able	to	truly	trust	him.	Since	I
was	in	the	economy	section	on	the	train,	I’d	be	alone	for	the	ride	to	Paris,	and	I	was
grateful	for	the	time	to	think.

We	planned	to	brunch	with	Geoff	and	Emma’s	parents	and	then	head	off	to	the	train
station.	I	got	my	bag	packed	and	looked	at	the	burgundy	dress	Emma	had	arranged	for	me
to	wear	the	previous	night.	She	and	Jill	had	taken	the	dress	I’d	worn	to	Lex’s	winter
formal	last	year	and	altered	it	a	bit.	It	looked	great,	very	en	vogue.	I	told	Emma	that	she
should	consider	fashion	for	a	career.	The	dress	was	so	beautiful	that	I	was	almost	afraid	to
put	it	in	my	dad’s	old	army	bag.	I	rolled	it	up	and	hoped	for	the	best,	adding	the	wrap	they
had	bought	for	me.

I	looked	around	again,	almost	relieved	to	be	leaving.	The	Carmichaels	had	a	beautiful
home,	and	they	couldn’t	have	been	more	hospitable,	but	in	truth,	yesterday	had	been
overwhelming.	Leaving	the	bag	on	the	floor,	I	left	the	room	to	go	downstairs.	Walking	out
into	the	hallway,	I	realized	I	wasn’t	alone	—	Simon	was	kissing	Emma	in	her	bedroom
doorway.	They	broke	it	up	when	they	heard	my	door	close.

“Oh,	hi,	Sophia,”	Simon	drawled,	in	an	extremely	good	mood.	Emma	just	giggled	and
blushed.

“Oh,	sorry,	guys,”	I	muttered,	feeling	myself	turning	red.

“Nothing	to	be	sorry	about,	Sophie,”	Emma	said.	“Simon	was	leaving.	C’mon,	we
need	to	get	ready.”



She	pushed	Simon,	who	was	still	smirking,	out	of	the	way	and	pulled	me	into	her
room.	“Sophie,	we	did	it!”

I	had	kind	of	guessed	that.	That	stupid	grin	on	Simon’s	face	was	a	dead	giveaway.

“Wow.	How	do	you	feel?”	Just	because	I	didn’t	want	to	have	sex	yet	didn’t	mean	I
wasn’t	curious.

“To	be	honest,	it	hurt	a	little	at	first,	but	then	it	got	better.	But	I	loved	how	close	it
made	me	feel	to	Simon.	I	can	just	see	our	wedding	now.”	Emma	had	a	dreamy	expression
on	her	face.

“That’s	great,	Emma,”	I	said,	struggling	to	find	words	that	fit	the	situation.	What	else
do	you	say	to	someone	who	had	just	lost	her	virginity?	‘How	did	it	happen?’	Lame,	I
thought.	Real	lame,	Walker.

“Oh,	well,	he	snuck	in	last	night,	and	we	started	talking,	and	then	he	said	he	loved	me.
I	jumped	him,”	she	added,	with	the	trademark	Carmichael	smirk.

“Well,	if	you’re	happy,	then	I’m	happy,”	I	replied,	giving	her	a	hug.	I	hoped	she
wouldn’t	regret	it.	Simon	had	a	reputation	for	being	quite	the	player,	like	Geoff.	He	was
definitely	a	cocky	bastard,	as	I	knew	from	experience.	I	knew	for	a	fact	that	his	last
girlfriend	(ironically,	my	roommate	from	last	year)	had	broken	up	with	him,	because	he
had	cheated	on	her.	She	hooked	up	with	Geoff	to	get	even	with	Simon.	What	Ivy	didn’t
realize,	and	I	had	the	fun	of	overhearing,	was	that	Simon	had	begged	Geoff	to	do	it.	Not
Geoff’s	finest	moment	or	mine,	come	to	think	about	it.	I	should	have	told	Ivy,	no	matter
how	much	I	disliked	her.	She	wouldn’t	have	believed	me	anyway.	At	least	that	was	my
justification	at	the	time.

“Oh,	thank	you,	Sophie.	I	am	so	excited	—	this	is	such	a	serious	step!”

“Just	be	careful,	Emma.	He	has	a	reputation.	You	know	that.”

“Silly,	Sophie,	don’t	worry	about	it.	I	know	he	can	be	a	real	wanker,	but	that’s	not	the
real	Simon,”	she	said	dreamily.	I	shook	my	head,	wondering	which	version	I	had	been
acquainted	with	for	the	last	three	years.	Then	again,	who	would	have	thought	I	could	feel
anything	but	contempt	for	Geoff?



“Okay,	Emma.	Look,	I’m	starving,	and	I’m	sure	you	are,	too,”	I	said,	winking	at	her.
She	laughed.

Breakfast	wasn’t	as	awkward	as	I	thought	it	would	be.	Simon,	who	appeared	to	be
reformed,	made	googley	eyes	at	Emma,	who	happily	returned	them.	Geoff	talked	with	his
parents	and	was	perfectly	polite	to	me.	Around	nine,	we	all	loaded	up	the	Carmichaels’	car
and	set	out	on	our	way	to	Waterloo	International	station.

“Okay,	kids,	have	a	good	trip,”	Imogen	said.	Then	she	gave	each	of	us	a	hug.	When
she	stepped	to	me,	she	said,	“Sophie,	do	not	be	a	stranger.	It	was	lovely	to	meet	you.”

“Thanks,	Mrs.	Carmichael.	It	was	great	to	meet	you,	and	thank	you	again	for	your
hospitality,	I	said	returning	her	embrace.	She	was	a	delight.	Geoff	and	Emma	were	lucky
to	have	her.

When	we	entered	the	train,	the	others	began	shuffling	to	the	front,	and	I	headed	back	to
the	coach	section.

“Sophie,	where	are	you	going?”	David	wondered.

“To	the	back,	David.”

“You	aren’t	sitting	with	us?”	Geoff	asked,	frowning.	Emma	frowned	as	well,	while
David	and	Jillian	looked	a	little	confused.

“Nope,	you’re	lucky	I	got	a	ticket	at	all,”	I	stated,	smiling.

“Sophie,	we	could	probably	change	your	ticket.	There	usually	aren’t	that	many	people
in	business	class,”	he	replied.

“No,	thanks.	I	have	my	eye	on	a	sweet	computer	that	I	plan	to	buy	when	I	go	back
home	for	Christmas	break,”	I	told	him	and	the	others	firmly.	Taking	advantage	of	the	brief
moment	of	quiet,	I	turned	around	and	walked	to	the	back.	Taking	my	seat,	I	grabbed	my
Discman	out	of	my	bag,	along	with	some	books,	and	started	to	get	to	work.	Even	though
we	were	on	a	break,	we	had	a	ton	of	homework	to	do.	I	didn’t	want	to	be	up	all	night	next
Sunday	trying	to	get	everything	done.



“This	seat	taken?”	I	heard.	Looking	up,	I	saw	Geoff.

“Geoff,	what	are	you	doing	here?”	I	asked,	for	some	reason	not	surprised.	These	days,
Geoff	had	become	a	bit	of	a	stalker,	not	that	I	minded.	It	was	flattering,	although
confusing.

“Taking	a	seat,	Sophie,”	he	said,	sitting	down.

“But	your	seat	is	up	front.”

“True,	but	your	section	is	closer	to	the	loo	and	dining	car,”	he	replied,	winking	at	me.

“Your	section	also	has	reclining	seats,”	I	mentioned	dryly.

“Yes,	but	you	aren’t	there,	and	you	are	more	entertaining	than	watching	Jill	and	David
make	out	or,	worse,	my	sister	and	Simon.”

I	laughed	—	he	had	me	on	that	one.	“Okay,	have	a	seat,	but	I	am	bad	company	right
now.	I	need	to	get	through	this	before	we	get	to	Paris,”	I	said,	putting	my	folders	on	the
side	table.

“Fair	enough,”	he	said,	pulling	out	his	own	books.	“Let’s	study	together	for	our
physics	paper.	I	am	all	bollocks	with	this	stuff.”

“Sure.	That	was	what	I	was	planning	to	work	on,”	I	replied,	pulling	out	my	

binder.

“Geez,	how	did	you	get	everything	in	that	bag?”

“Easy	—	it	was	an	army	bag,	designed	for	combat	soldiers	to	live	for	weeks	out	of	it.
My	dad	once	lived	for	forty-five	days	out	of	this	bag	when	he	was	stationed	in	Da	Nang.
Trust	me	—	this	bag	has	seen	a	lot	more	than	a	few	textbooks	and	a	few	pairs	of	blue
jeans.”



“How	long	was	your	dad	in	the	army?”

“He	enlisted	right	out	of	high	school.	He	served	for	six	years,	two	as	a	private	and	four
as	a	medic.”

“Is	that	how	he	became	a	paramedic?”

“Yup.	He	thought	about	going	further,	but	then	he	had	me,	and	the	county	was	hiring.
Once	he	started,	he	fell	in	love	with	the	whole	thing.	He	doesn’t	talk	much	about	his	time
in	the	service.	Anyway,	we	have	two	hours	to	crank	out	these	papers.”

Recognizing	my	cue	that	I	didn’t	want	to	talk	about	this	anymore,	Geoff	nodded	and
pulled	out	his	notebook.	The	train	was	pulling	into	the	station	when	we	both	finished	the
physics	assignment.

“I’m	so	glad	we	got	that	done,”	I	said,	signing	my	paper.

“Me,	too,”	he	agreed.	“I	hate	physics.	I	can’t	wait	until	we	graduate.	I’m	never	taking
another	science	class	again.”

“Hah,	why	are	you	complaining?	You	have	some	of	the	best	grades	in	our	class.

You’re	a	genius.	I,	on	the	other	hand,	am	not	a	genius,	and	I	have	at	least	two
guaranteed	physics	classes,”	I	said	as	I	stood.	A	sizzle	of	electricity	shot	through	me	again.
I	knew	Geoff	felt	it	because	he	looked	right	at	me.	Then	the	train	jerked	still	and	I	fell
right	into	his	lap.

“Sophie,”	he	said,	looking	at	me.	I	froze,	and	he	didn’t	make	a	move	to	push	me	off.
We	just	looked	into	each	other’s	eyes	for	a	few	moments.	A	civilized	voice	in	French	came
over	the	speaker,	announcing	our	arrival	into	Paris.	The	message	then	repeated	in	English.

“We’d	better	go,”	I	said,	standing	again,	the	moment	broken.

Geoff	nodded	slowly,	stood	and	grabbed	his	backpack.	“Sophie,	I	know	I	promised	you
I	wouldn’t	embarrass	you	about	this,	but	we	need	to	talk	about	this.”



“Talk	about	what,	Geoff,	particles?”	I	replied,	trying	to	joke	around.	I	could	feel	my
own	earlier	resolve	slipping.

“Funny,”	he	commented,	“and	you	know	what	I	mean…”

I	did.	“I’m	not	sure	I’m	ready	for	that	kind	of	talk,”	I	answered	honestly,	knowing	I
was	about	to	make	this	week	more	awkward.

He	smirked	at	me	and	grabbed	my	bag.	“My	mum	would	kill	me	if	I	let	you	carry

this.”

“Thanks.”

“So,	what	was	it	like	in	steerage?”	Simon	asked,	as	Geoff	and	I	stepped	off	the	train.
He	was	cuddling	with	Emma	outside,	and	it	actually	sounded	like	a	joke,	instead	of	an
insult.	“Sophia,	what	pearls	of	wisdom	do	you	have	for	us	this	time?”

“Hah.	I	only	do	tours	in	museums,”	I	responded	dryly,	getting	a	genuine	smile	from
him.	Maybe	Emma	was	right,	I	thought.

“Okay,	enough	talking.	We	need	to	get	to	my	aunt’s	apartment,”	Jillian	stated.

Jillian	was	the	reason	that	this	vacation	was	nearly	free.	Her	entire	family	was	in	the
Canadian	Foreign	Service,	and	her	aunt	had	an	apartment	in	the	Latin	Quarter.	The	aunt
was	currently	in	Ottawa	to	brief	the	Canadian	parliament	about	the	European	economic
climate.	Jillian	was	a	seasoned	visitor	to	Paris	and	probably	knew	the	city	best	out	of	the
five	of	them.	The	fact	she	spoke	flawless	French	didn’t	hurt,	either.

“Subway?”	I	asked.

“Hell,	no,	too	much	luggage,”	David	said,	grimacing.	He	was	right.	Both	David	and	I
only	packed	overnight	bags	for	this	week.	The	rest	of	them	had	regular	suitcases.	Emma
had	three.	Her	mother	had	tried	to	convince	her	to	take	less,	but	Emma	wouldn’t	hear	of	it.

We	all	agreed,	and	the	boys	hailed	a	couple	of	cabs.	I	got	in	with	Jillian	and	David,	and
Geoff	rode	with	his	sister	and	Simon.	Jill	started	to	point	out	all	the	sights	so	I	could	get
acquainted	with	the	city.



After	about	twenty	minutes,	which	according	to	Jill	was	a	“fucking	miracle,”	we	pulled
up	to	a	group	of	elegant	buildings	in	the	French	Quarter.	Jill	pulled	out	her	keys	as	she
stepped	out	and	let	us	into	the	apartment.	Accommodations	would	be	tight,	since	there
were	three	bedrooms	and	six	people.	Jill	and	David	claimed	the	master	suite.

Emma	and	I	looked	at	each	other.	“Don’t	even	think	about	it,	Emma.	There	is	no	way
I’m	sharing	a	room	with	Geoff,”	I	told	her,	crossing	my	arms.	Geoff	chuckled,	but	Simon
looked	dismayed.

“Sophie…”	she	whined,	shooting	me	a	pleading	look	to	remember	her	news	from	this
morning.

“I’m	serious.	It’s	totally	inappropriate.”

“Sophie,	you	sound	like	my	mom,”	Emma	complained.	

I	shook	my	head	and	looked	at	Geoff	for	support.	Actually,	it	appeared	that	he	liked
Emma’s	idea.

“Don’t	even	think	about	it,”	I	insisted,	giving	him	Dad’s	army	stare.	“My	dad	would
freak	out.”

“He	wouldn’t	have	to	know,”	Emma	told	me.	“He’s	thousands	of	miles	away.”

“Sophia,	think	about	it	this	way	—	Geoff	would	probably	help	you	get	laid.	Then	you
wouldn’t	be	so	uptight,”	Simon	quipped,	laughing.

Without	even	thinking,	I	whirled	around	and	slapped	him.	I	don’t	even	know	how	I
managed	to	do	it,	as	he	was	a	good	six	inches	taller	than	I.	Not	even	waiting	for	a
response,	I	grabbed	my	bag	and	headed	outside.	“Go	fuck	yourself,”	I	sputtered.

I	wasn’t	sure	if	I	meant	Simon,	Emma	or	Geoff.

Geoff’s	Perspective



I	could	not	believe	that	Sophie	had	just	clocked	Simon.	He	had	it	coming	—	I	was
about	to	hit	him	myself.	He	had	come	to	my	bedroom	this	morning,	bragging	about
bedding	my	sister	and	how	he	wanted	to	repeat	the	event	all	this	week.	The	fucker	didn’t
even	see	what	was	so	wrong	about	bragging	about	my	sister.	Like	she	was	some	stupid	co-
ed.	Then,	that	stunt	with	Sophie	—	it	was	all	kinds	of	wrong.	It	wasn’t	a	secret	that	she
was	a	virgin.

I	was	angry	with	both	Simon	and	Emma.	As	much	as	I	would	have	enjoyed	sharing	a
room	with	Sophie,	I	knew	she	wouldn’t	have	been	comfortable	with	that	setup.	She	hadn’t
even	wanted	to	come	on	this	trip,	but	she	was	here.

“That	fucking	bitch	hit	me,”	Simon	said,	rubbing	his	cheek.	Sophie	had	hit	him	pretty
hard	—	her	handprint	was	all	across	his	face.

“Nice	asshole.	Real	nice.	You	were	nice	to	her	for,	what,	a	day?”	I	yelled,	grabbing	my
jacket	and	racing	to	the	door.	“You’re	lucky	I	didn’t	hit	you!”

Jill	and	David	had	run	out	of	their	room.	“Geoff,	what	happened?”	David	asked.

“Ask	Dumb	and	Dumber	over	there,”	I	said,	running	out	the	door.	“I’m	going	to	stop
Sophie	before	she	heads	back	to	Dowsford.”

I	was	outside	in	two	seconds	flat	and	found	Sophie	nearly	in	tears	on	the	sidewalk.
“Sophie,	thank	God	I	found	you,”	I	said,	racing	up	to	her.

She	looked	at	me,	turned	around	and	started	striding	down	the	street.	“Hey,	wait!	What
are	you	doing?”	I	yelled,	heading	after	her.	“Slow	down!”

She	stopped	in	front	of	a	Metro	stop.	“Stop	following	me,	Geoff.	I’m	going	back	to
school,”	she	said,	crying.

“Hey,	don’t	leave.	Simon	is	an	asshole	—	you	know	it,	and	I	know	it.	Don’t	let	it	ruin
the	week,”	I	said,	taking	her	into	my	arms.

“I	am	so	humiliated,	and	he	isn’t	the	only	one	I’m	mad	at	either!	Your	sister	is	pretty
high	on	the	list.”	She	sniffled	into	my	chest.



“Emma	is	pretty	high	up	there	with	me,	too.	Sophie	—	and	I	know	you’ll	probably	hit
me	—	you	can’t	run	away	every	time	someone	says	something	you	don’t	like,”	I	told	her,
stroking	her	hair.

“You’re	right.	I	should	hit	you	for	that,”	she	replied,	mock	punching	me.

“I’m	being	serious.	You	have	a	problem	going	toe	to	toe	with	someone	from	the
Legacy	Crew,”	I	heard	her	gasp	and	continued.	“Yes,	I	know	you	call	us	that,	and	when
one	of	us	says	something	or	does	something,	you	let	us	get	away	with	it.	It’s	refreshing
when	you	fight	back.	I	do	commend	what	you	did	to	Simon	—	wicked.	I	think	David	was
definitely	impressed.”

“It’s	hard,”	she	said,	burying	her	face	back	in	my	chest.	I	was	in	complete	nirvana.
“You	guys	made	it	horrible	for	me	when	I	started	here.	I	nearly	went	home	a	couple	of
times.	I	managed	three	years	avoiding	any	confrontation,	and	lately	I	can’t	seem	to	get
enough.	First,	I	put	Vivienne	on	her	ass,	and	then	I	slap	Simon.”

“You	never	had	a	problem	giving	it	back	to	me	after	Grade	11,”	I	reminded	her.

“You’re	different.”

“How	so?”

“Don’t	know.	May	be	the	swagger,”	she	said,	giggling.

“Sophie,	you	shouldn’t	feel	ashamed	of	sticking	up	for	yourself.	In	fact,	it’s	about
bloody	time,”	I	told	her,	giving	her	another	hug.

“You,	Emma,	Jill,	David,	and	my	friend	Lucy	are	the	only	ones	I	am	truly	myself	with
here.”

“I’m	honored	then,”	I	said.	“We	should	go	back.”

“I	guess,	but	I’m	embarrassed,	and	Emma’s	upset	with	me.”

“Probably,	but	I	think	she’s	upset	with	me	as	well.	Anyway,	I’m	pissed	at	Simon,	and



not	just	about	what	he	said	to	you.’

“He	told	you,”	she	gasped,	realizing	what	I	meant.

“I	take	it	Emma	told	you.”	I	sighed.	This	wasn’t	good	—	I	knew	Emma	would	get	hurt.
No	one	bragged	about	sexual	encounters	with	serious	girlfriends.	I	knew	if	I	had	sex	with
Sophie,	that	it	would	never	be	a	subject	for	discussion	with	my	friends.	The	thought	of
someone	doing	that	with	my	sister	made	me	nauseous,	and	I	saw	red.

“C’mon,	Sophie.	We	need	to	calm	down,”	I	said,	taking	her	bag.

“Where	are	we	going?”	she	asked,	pushing	her	hair	behind	her	ear.

“Well,	first	to	find	a	phone	so	the	others	don’t	think	you’ve	fled	the	country.	Then
we’re	going	to	Notre	Dame.	It’s	near	here,”	I	suggested,	taking	her	hand.

At	a	payphone	by	the	Metro	stop,	I	called	Jill.	“Are	you	both	alright?”	she	asked,
concerned.	“Emma	is	really	upset.”

“Yeah,	we’re	fine,	but	we	need	to	calm	down.	We’re	going	to	look	around	Notre

Dame.	Why	don’t	we	met	up	for	dinner	around	six	and	make	it	an	early	night?”

“No	problem.	David	is	talking	to	Simon	right	now.	I	don’t	think	Simon	is	going	to	do
anything	soon.	David’s	really	protective	of	Sophie.”

“Tell	him	thanks	for	me,”	I	said,	looking	at	Sophie,	who	was	standing	by	the

booth.

“Anytime.	Anyway,	Simon	should	be	afraid	of	me,	not	him.”	I	could	hear	the	smirk	in
her	voice.

We	confirmed	a	café	by	the	Notre	Dame	for	dinner	and	hung	up.	“Okay,	mademoiselle,
this	way,”	I	said,	bowing	down	to	her.	She	took	my	arm	and	we	strolled	down	the	street.



Chapter	9:	Getting	To	Know	You

Sophie’s	Perspective

Going	with	Geoff	to	the	Notre	Dame	was	an	amazing	experience.	While	I	knew	a	lot
about	the	art	in	the	cathedral,	Geoff	knew	about	the	place’s	history.	I	already	knew	it	was	a
medieval	building,	but	he	told	me	how	the	original	building	was	the	center	of	Paris	during
the	Middle	Ages.	He	also	knew	more	than	he	let	on	in	literature	class	about	The
Hunchback	of	Notre	Dame	and	the	imagery	from	the	chapel	in	the	book.	That	he	was
fluent	in	French	helped	immensely,	as	he	translated	my	questions	to	the	church	employees.

“I	have	a	question	for	you,”	he	said,	sitting	down	on	one	of	the	benches.	“We’re	all
taking	French	except	you.	You’re	taking	Spanish.”

“True.	But	I’m	from	California,	and	Spanish	is	the	second-most-common	language
spoken	in	the	States,”	I	explained,	taking	a	bag	of	M&Ms	out	of	my	backpack.	“It	makes
no	sense	for	me	to	take	French.”

“Good	point.”	He	took	some	of	the	chocolate	I	offered	to	him.	“Say	something	in
Spanish.”

“Tengo	hambre,”	I	told	him,	seeing	Jill	and	David	approaching.

“What	does	that	mean?”

“I’m	hungry,”	I	said,	smiling	as	I	stood.	

“Sophie,	it’s	good	you	didn’t	take	off	to	Dowsford,”	David	said,	sweeping	me	up	in	a
bear	hug.	“I	just	won	twenty	quid	from	Simon,”	

“David	—	air,”	I	squeaked.

“Oops,	sorry,”	he	said,	putting	me	down.	He	and	Geoff	walked	off	to	get	a	table	for	us.



“Emma	and	Simon	are	coming	down	in	twenty	minutes.	They’ve	been	arguing	all
afternoon,”	Jill	said,	putting	her	arm	through	mine.

“Oh.	I	feel	bad	about	that.”

“Don’t,	Sophie.	You	and	I	know	both	know	what	an	asshole	Simon	is.	Emma,
unfortunately,	believes	she	can	change	him.	I	overheard	him	bragging	to	David	and	Geoff
about	his	night	with	Emma.”

		 “Ick.	I	can’t	believe	he	would	brag	about	it	to	her	brother.	He	is	seriously	jacked
up.”

“You	won’t	get	any	argument	from	me.	She’ll	have	to	figure	out	this	one	

herself.”

“Shouldn’t	we	tell	her	about	what	Simon	is	saying?”	I	asked,	thinking	I	would	want	to
know	if	I	were	in	her	shoes.

“Sophie,	did	I	ever	tell	you	about	Lucas,	my	boyfriend	at	my	old	school?”

I	shook	my	head,	so	Jill	continued.	“Lucas	was	really	charming.	He	would	send
flowers	to	my	room	when	we	started	dating.	He	would	find	excuses	to	‘stop	by,’”	she	said,
using	air	quotes.	“He	told	me	he	loved	me	after	the	third	date.	I	was	in	heaven.

“We	had	been	dating	for	about	six	weeks	when	Lucas	started	pressuring	me	for	sex.	I
didn’t	want	to	do	it,	but	he	said	if	I	loved	him,	I	would.	We	argued	about	it	for	a	couple	of
weeks,	and	I	could	feel	him	losing	interest.	So	one	day,	I	gave	in.	Turned	out,	Lucas	had	a
bet	with	friends	about	how	soon	he	could	bang	the	diplomat’s	daughter.	He	turned	it	into
more	of	a	moneymaker	by	saying	he	would	sleep	with	me	X	number	of	times.	He	had	to
bring	back	proof	that	he	was	doing	it	with	me.	

Jill	shook	her	head	at	the	memory.	“A	friend	of	mine	heard	about	it	and	told	me,	but	I
refused	to	listen	to	him.	I	finally	overheard	it	myself	one	day	when	I	went	to	interview	a
coach	for	the	school	newspaper.	Lucas	was	standing	in	the	soccer	field	with	his	buddies,
showing	some	pictures	of	us.	Lucas	had	been	taking	pictures	of	me,	using	the	date	stamp
as	proof.	It	was	horrible	and	humiliating.	I	broke	with	him	on	the	spot,”	Jill	said,	looking
wistful	and	hurt.



I	sat	there,	horrified	that	this	had	happened	to	Jill	—	beautiful,	ballsy	Jill.

“I	know,	pretty	shitty,	huh?”	she	continued.	“Anyway,	they	harassed	me	for	a	while.
Naked	pictures	of	me	were	plastered	all	over	the	school.	My	dad	found	out	and	ripped	the
principal	a	new	one,	so	the	more	overt	harassment	stopped.	However,	Lucas	still	had	this
bet	in	his	mind	and	didn’t	want	to	lose	the	money,	so	he	kept	stopping	by	my	dorm	room
to	kiss	my	ass.	Finally,	he	got	fed	up	that	the	nice	approach	wasn’t	working,	so	he	broke
into	my	dorm	and	started	beating	me.	The	RA	heard	my	screams	and	broke	it	up,	thank
God.	My	dad	pulled	me	out	of	the	school	after	that.”

I	just	gaped	at	her.	

“Don’t	be	sad,	Sophie,”	she	assured	me.	“If	that	hadn’t	happened,	I	wouldn’t	have
moved	here	and	met	David	and	all	of	you.	My	point	is	that	no	one	could	tell	me	what	a
bastard	Lucas	was	—	I	had	to	find	out	for	myself.	And	Emma	must	find	out	for	herself.”

We	looked	at	each	other	for	a	moment,	not	sure	what	else	to	say.	Geoff	and	David
returned	and	announced,	“Okay,	ladies,	we	have	a	table.”	Plastering	smiles	on	our	faces,
we	followed	the	guys.

“Are	you	okay?”	Geoff	asked.

“Yeah,	just	thinking	about	Emma,”	I	said	honestly,	but	I	didn’t	go	any	further.

Simon	and	Emma	joined	us	for	dinner	about	thirty	minutes	after	we	sat	down.	We	were
going	to	take	it	easy	tonight,	since	the	last	couple	of	days	had	been	hectic.	Dinner	was
awkward,	to	say	the	least.	No	one	said	anything	about	what	had	happened	that	afternoon.
Emma	and	Simon	barely	said	two	words.	With	Simon,	this	wouldn’t	have	seemed	strange
since	he	was	a	world-class	sulkier,	but	Emma	was	different.	She	was	a	chatterbox	by
nature,	so	her	silence	was	completely	out	of	character.	When	she	excused	herself	to	the
bathroom,	Jill	and	I	looked	at	each	other	and	followed	her.

Once	there,	we	cornered	her.	“Okay,	Emma,”	Jill	ordered,	“talk.”

“What	do	you	want,	Jill?	I	didn’t	ask	you	to	come	with	me.	I	just	want	to	be



alone.”

“Emma,	we’re	your	friends,”	I	said	quietly.

“Friends?	Sophie,	you	made	me	feel	horrid	earlier,	and	you	slapped	my	boyfriend,”
Emma	snapped.

“Emma,	he	said	a	nasty	thing	about	me	and	your	brother.	I	shouldn’t	have	slapped	him,
but	you	can’t	say	I	wasn’t	provoked,”	I	insisted,	crossing	my	arms.	“Not	to	mention,	you
might	feel	okay	with	having	sex,	but	you	know	I’m	not.”

“You’re	right.	I’m	so	sorry,”	Emma	sobbed.	

I	hugged	her	and	looked	at	Jill,	worried	—	Emma	was	a	mess.	

“We	spent	all	afternoon	fighting.	He’s	being	a	real	jerk,”	Emma	continued.

“Sweetie,	he	could	just	be	off,”	Jill	said,	her	blue	eyes	shining	with	concern.

“I	thought	after	we	had	sex,	we	would	get	closer,	like	you	and	David.	It’s	different.
He’s	being	an	ass,”	she	said,	shaking.

“Emma,	it	takes	time,”	Jillian	told	her.	“Even	with	David,	it	took	time.”

“Yeah,	Emma.	I	obviously	have	no	experience	in	this,	but	he	could	be	just	as
overwhelmed	as	you	are,”	I	lied	through	my	teeth.

“You	really	believe	that,	Sophie?”	Emma	snickered	through	her	tears.	“Simon,	a
shrinking	violet?”

“No,	I	don’t,	Emma.	My	experience	with	Simon	isn’t	stellar.”

“I	am	sorry	about	earlier,”	she	mumbled.



“You	already	said	that.	Don’t	worry.	But	I’m	still	not	comfortable	sharing	a	room	with
Geoff.	I	promised	my	dad	I	wouldn’t	do	anything	he	wouldn’t	like,	and	I	meant	it.”

Emma	nodded.	

“Let’s	go	back,”	Jill	suggested,	taking	both	our	arms.

We	returned	to	the	table,	and	Simon	looked	chastened.	He	and	Emma	left	soon
afterwards	to	take	a	walk,	while	the	rest	of	us	strolled	back	to	the	apartment.

“I	had	a	talk	with	Simon,”	Geoff	told	me	quietly	when	we	were	in	the	kitchen	making
coffee	for	everyone.	“I	told	him	what	he	was	doing	with	my	sister	wasn’t	cool.	David
threatened	to	stuff	his	dick	down	his	throat	if	he	didn’t	stop	with	the	lewd	remarks.”

“I	hope	they	make	it	work.	Emma	was	pretty	upset,”	I	said,	putting	the	creamer	on	the
tray.

Geoff	frowned,	grabbed	the	coffee	tray,	and	carried	it	to	the	living	room	for	me.	We
found	David	and	Jill	cuddling	on	the	couch,	with	the	radio	playing	in	the	background.

Jill,	who	was	never	one	for	dancing	around	the	subject,	got	right	into	it.	“Did	you	guys
talk	to	Simon?”

“Yup.	I	put	the	fear	of	David	into	him	today,”	David	said,	puffing	out	this	chest.	We	all
laughed.

“Yeah,	I	had	a	word	with	him,	too”	Geoff	added,	looking	upset.	“I	am	furious	for	him
going	on	this	way	with	my	sister.”

David	laughed	darkly.	

“What’s	so	funny?”	Jill	asked.

“Nothing,	Jill,”	he	answered.	“It’s	not	worth	bringing	up.”



“Seriously	—	what,	David?	You	got	something	on	your	mind?”	Geoff	asked.

“Fine.	Simon	acts	a	lot	like	you	and	I	used	to,”	David	stated,	taking	a	drink.	“Arrogant
and	bragging.	Now,	you	and	I	are	both	world-class	gits,	but	we	are	trying	to	make
ourselves	better.”

“Don’t	remind	me,”	Geoff	said.	“It’s	one	thing	for	karma	to	bite	me	in	the	ass,	but	it’s	a
different	thing	for	Emma.	She	is	one	of	the	nicest	people	in	the	world.”

I	nodded,	agreeing.	That	was	the	sad	thing	about	this.	Emma	walked	around	with	rose-
colored	glasses.	I	was	pretty	sure	that	she	had	already	planned	out	her	wedding	to	Simon
and	knew	how	many	kids	they	were	going	to	have.	She	was	an	eternal	optimist	and	the
kindest	person	I	knew,	second	to	Heather.

“Well,	hopefully,	they	can	work	out	any	problems,	and	Simon	can	grow	up	a	little.
Look	at	Geoff	—	if	the	penny	thrower	can	change,	there’s	hope	for	everyone,”	I	said,
trying	to	lighten	the	mood.

Jill	and	David	laughed,	but	Geoff	looked	like	I	had	slapped	him.	Alarmed,	I	put	my
hand	on	his,	murmuring,	“Geoff,	I’m	sorry.	That	was	just	a	bad	joke.	I	take	it	back.”

His	face	regained	some	color,	“No	worries	—	I	deserved	it.”

“Geoff,	you	don’t.	You’re	a	different	person	now.	I	am	going	to	stop	with	the	bad	jokes
because	you	turn	into	a	mute	when	I	make	one,”	I	said,	patting	his	hand.

“No,	Sophie,	keep	telling	the	jokes.	They’re	fucking	brilliant,”	David	howled.

Geoff	just	smirked	and	threw	a	napkin	at	him.	“Okay,	kids,	it’s	getting	late,”	Jill	said,
fake	yawning	and	pulling	on	David,	who	was	more	than	happy	to	comply.

“See	ya	later,	mate,”	David	said,	winking	at	Geoff,	who	made	a	gagging	sound.

“You	want	to	watch	some	TV?”	Geoff	asked,	shaking	his	head.	“We’re	going	to	need
some	white	noise	for	a	couple	of	hours.”



I	laughed,	remembering	that	he	roomed	right	next	to	David	at	Dowsford.	“Sure.	Can
you	find	something	in	English?”

“I	can	do	you	one	better.	Jill’s	aunt	has	some	movie	cassettes	here,”	he	said,	pointing	to
a	drawer	in	the	TV	cabinet.	“Any	preference?”

I	got	up	and	took	a	look.	“Hey,	how	about	Speed?”	I	asked,	picking	it	out.	

“Seriously,	Walker?”	he	asked,	chuckling,	“From	a	girl	who	loves	‘90210’?”

“Hey,	don’t	dog	it,”	I	told	him.	“This	happens	to	be	one	of	my	favorite	movies.

My	friend	Lex	and	I	watched	it	seven	times	when	I	went	home	last	Christmas.”

We	started	to	hear	faint	moaning	coming	from	the	background.	“Let’s	get	this	started,”
I	suggested,	blushing	a	little.

“Sophie,	are	you	getting	turned	on	by	that?”	Geoff	laughed.

“More	like	I’m	wondering	how	I’m	going	to	bleach	my	brain	later,”	I	replied,	blushing
a	deeper	red.	“Enough	comments	from	the	peanut	gallery.”

Still	laughing,	Geoff	put	the	video	into	the	recorder.	We	settled	on	the	couch	and
started	watching.	About	fifteen	minutes	in,	I	realized	this	might

be	a	bad	idea.	I	got	homesick	as	we	watched	the	California	coastline	in	the	movie.	Just
as	Keanu	Reeves	began	to	board	the	bus,	I	started	to	cry.

“Sophie?	What’s	the	matter?”

“Nothing.	I’m	just	a	little	homesick.”

Geoff	looked	at	the	screen	and	had	a	realization.	“Oh.”

“Yeah.”



He	paused	the	movie.	“We	don’t	have	to	watch	it,”	he	murmured.

“Don’t	be	silly,”	I	said,	sniffling	a	little.	“I	don’t	even	live	by	that	area.”

“You	miss	home,	don’t	you?”

I	nodded.	“Yeah,	I’m	always	a	little	homesick.	I	think	it’s	because	you	guys	saw	your
parents	yesterday	and	it’s	hitting	me	a	little	harder	just	now	than	usual.	Restart	the	damn
movie.”

“No.	Tell	me	something	you	love	about	home.”

“It’s	really	a	bunch	of	little	things,”	I	said	after	a	minute.	“I	miss	the	ocean.	The	breeze
picks	up	and	blows	to	my	house.	I	love	how	it	feels	in	the	morning	when	my	dad	and	I
have	breakfast.	I	miss	the	people,	especially	my	friend	Heather.	We	used	to	eat	popsicles
on	my	porch	after	school.”

Geoff	smiled,	encouraging	me	to	go	on.

“You	know,	I	found	out	about	my	acceptance	to	Dowsford	on	my	porch	during	the
summer.	Heather	and	I	had	just	gotten	back	from	camping,	and	my	postman	delivered	the
mail.	We	were	going	to	watch	a	taping	of	‘90210.’	I	nearly	had	a	heart	attack	when	I
opened	that	envelope,”	I	said	wistfully,	thinking	back	to	that	summer’s	day	three	years
before.	It	was	a	whole	lifetime	ago.

Geoff	looked	at	me	intently.	He	reached	over	and	stroked	my	cheek.	I	stopped
speaking	and	looked	at	him	for	a	moment.	I	really	looked	at	him.	He	was	extremely
handsome.	Geoff	had	always	had	an	out-of-this-world	quality	to	me,	but	he	looked
vulnerable	at	that	moment,	especially	in	his	eyes.	He	leaned	in	and	kissed	me	on	my
forehead	and	then	kissed	my	nose.

He	gazed	at	me	again,	as	if	to	get	my	permission.	I	nodded	slightly	and	tilted	my	head
up	a	little.	He	leaned	in	again.	He	kissed	the	left	side	of	my	face	and	then	the	right	side.
Finally,	he	kissed	my	lips.	Softly	at	first,	more	a	like	peck,	and	then	he	kissed	me	more
intensely.	It	was	wonderful,	feeling	his	warm	lips	move	against	mine.	He	put	his

hands	on	my	face	and	held	me	in	place,	stroking	my	hair	at	the	same	time.	It	felt	like	a



thousand	different	explosions	were	taking	place	through	my	body.	We	stayed	like	that	for
a	few	minutes	and	then	broke	for	air.

“Wow,”	I	said,	catching	my	breath,	resting	my	forehead	on	his.

“Sophie,	I	know	how	you	feel.	I’m	not	going	to	pressure	you	into	anything,	but	do	you
think	we	could	have	chance?”	His	eyes	were	impossibly	more	vulnerable	than	before	the
kiss.

“I	don’t	know,	Geoff.	I	want	to	—	I	really	do	—	but	I’m	scared,”	I	said	honestly,
snuggling	into	his	chest.	He	smelled	amazing,	“I	need	some	time.”

“I	understand.	I	can	wait.”

“Thank	you.”

We	kissed	a	couple	more	times	and	then	restarted	the	movie.	I	realized	how	easy	it
would	have	been	to	get	lost	in	the	moment.	The	movie	distracted	us	enough	to	keep	us
from	getting	too	intimate.	I	didn’t	want	to	do	anything	we	would	regret	the	next	day.
Content,	I	curled	up	against	Geoff’s	chest	and	allowed	his	heartbeat	and	breathing	to	relax
me.



Chapter	10:	Shock	And	Awe

Geoff’s	Perspective

I	stared	at	Sophie	in	disbelief.	We	had	kissed,	and	I	couldn’t	believe	Sophie	hadn’t
slapped	me.	Not	to	mention	the	passion	in	that	kiss.	But	I	felt	like	complete	shit.	Here	she
was,	pouring	her	heart	out	to	me,	and	I	couldn’t	be	honest	with	her	about	anything.
“Sophie,”	I	said.	I	didn’t	get	a	response	so	I	tried	again.	“Sophie,	I	need	to	tell	you
something.”

Still	nothing,	I	looked	at	her	and	realized	she	was	asleep.	Smiling,	I	tightened	my	arms
around	her,	and	it	felt	great.	The	movie	was	almost	done,	so	I	figured	once	it	was	over,	I
would	carry	her	to	the	bedroom	that	she	and	Emma	would	be	sharing.	I	hoped	that	Emma
would	be	back	by	then.	Just	as	Sandra	and	Keanu	started	to	make	out	in	the	subway
debris,	David	walked	in,	in	his	boxers.	“Oh,	shit.	Sorry.	I	didn’t	realize	that	you	were	both
still	up,”	he	said	softly.

“Yeah,	well,	you	were	a	little	busy	earlier,	so	I	guess	you	didn’t	hear	the	TV.”	

David	smirked,	puffing	out	his	chest.	

“Let’s	keep	it	down,”	I	added.	“She’s	asleep.”

David	nodded	and	asked,	“You	want	me	to	carry	her?”

I	shook	my	head,	shuddering	at	the	vision	of	Sophie	against	David’s	hairy	chest.
Firming	up	my	grip,	I	picked	her	up	and	took	her	to	the	bedroom.	Gently,	I	put	her	in	the
bed	that	her	bag	was	by	and	kissed	her	cheek	again.	After	adjusting	the	covers,	I	left	as
quietly	as	possible	and	closed	the	door.

“Geoff,”	David	said,	passing	me	a	beer.

“Yeah,	David?”	I	asked,	taking	a	sip	and	pulling	out	a	cigarette	and	my	lighter.

“I	have	a	question	for	you,	and	I	want	an	honest	answer.”



“Okay,”	I	said,	drawing	on	the	cig	to	get	it	lit.

“What	the	fuck	are	you	doing?”	he	asked,	giving	me	a	rather	menacing	stare.

“What	the	fuck	are	you	talking	about?”	I	countered,	taking	another	drag,	my	heart
pounding.	David	was	usually	a	sweet	guy,	but	if	you	pissed	him	off,	God	help	you.

“You	know	what	I	mean.	I	know	about	your	bet	with	Simon,”	he	told	me,	his	blue	eyes
drilling	right	into	me.	“Don’t	fuck	with	me.”

“How	the	fuck	do	you	do	know	about	that?”	I	exhaled,	letting	the	cigarette	smoke	drift
through	my	nostrils,	and	it	numbed	me	slightly.

“Simon	is	a	bloody	moron.	Doing	something	secretive	with	him	is	like	taking	an	ad	in
the	Telegram,”	David	reminded	me.

“It’s	not	want	you	think,”	I	said,	running	my	hand	through	my	hair.	Then	I	took
another	sip	of	my	beer	as	I	considered	how	to	explain	myself.	“It	started	as	a	way	to	pass
time.	Simon	wanted	to	add	sex	to	it,	but	I	turned	him	down	flat.	I	wanted	something	to
occupy	me	until	graduation.	Then	I	got	to	know	Sophie.	I’ve	changed	—	she’s	amazing.”

“I	know,	Geoff.	I	know	how	you	feel	about	her,”	he	said	quietly	taking	another	sip	of
the	beer	in	his	hand.	

David	was	one	of	the	few	people	who	never	teased	Sophie.	He	didn’t	go	out	of	his	way
to	speak	with	her,	but	he	was	always	polite	to	her.	I	realized	that	since	he	had	been	dating
Jill,	he	must	have	gotten	to	know	Sophie	better.	David	might	come	off	as	a	man-child,	but
he	had	an	uncanny	ability	to	quickly	size	up	situations	and	people.	He	actually	couldn’t
stand	Simon	and	me	when	we	teased	other	students.

“I	love	her,	man.	I	really	love	her	—	she	shines	like	the	sun	to	me,”	I	stated,	wondering
when	I	turned	in	my	man	card.	“I	keep	trying	to	tell	her	about	the	bet,	but	I	either	chicken
out	or	get	interrupted.”

“Maybe	you	shouldn’t,”	he	suggested	after	a	minute,	grabbing	one	of	my	cigarettes
and	taking	a	drag.



“What?	Why?”	I	asked,	confused.

“If	you’re	serious	about	her	and	care	about	her,	it	shouldn’t	matter,”	he	advised,
exhaling	the	smoke.	“It	may	just	hurt	her	more	at	this	point.	If	I	thought	you	were	still
trying	to	pull	some	scheme,	I	would	tell	her	myself,	but	you	have	a	chance	to	make	it	up	to
her.”

“Just	drop	it?”

“Just	drop	it,	and	try	to	limit	your	contact	with	Simon.	You	and	I	both	know	he’s	bad
for	you,”	he	said,	finishing	the	last	of	his	beer	and	stubbing	out	the	cigarette.	Then,	with	a
wiggle	of	his	eyebrows,	he	said,	“I	have	better	company	waiting	for	me,	Carmichael.
Enough	of	this	chick	fest!”

“Go,	you	giant	oaf,”	I	said	with	mock	disgust.	I	put	out	my	cigarette	and	returned	the
video	to	the	shelf.	Emma	and	Simon	walked	in	a	few	minutes	later,	looking	lighter.	To
make	up	for	my	earlier	comments,	I	told	them	that	they	could	have	my	bed,	but	if	I	heard
any	sex	noises,	the	deal	was	off.

It	was	around	midnight	when	I	finally	fell	asleep	on	the	couch,	with	the	news	playing
in	the	background.

Sophie’s	Perspective

I	woke	up	with	a	start.	I	was	still	in	my	clothes,	but	my	shoes	were	off,	and	I	was	under
the	covers	in	my	bed.	The	last	thing	I	remembered	was	watching	the	movie	and	closing
my	eyes.	I	realized	that	I	must	have	fallen	asleep,	and	Geoff	must	have	carried	me	back	to
my	room.	Another	glance	told	me	that	Emma	didn’t	spend	the	night	in	her	bed.	I	panicked
and	ran	into	the	living	room.	“Emma,”	I	called.

“Sophie,”	said	a	rough	voice.

Geoff	was	lying	on	the	couch.	

“What	are	you	doing	here?	Where’s	Emma?”	I	asked.

He	smirked.	“I	felt	bad	for	reaming	Simon	out,	so	I	said	they	could	use	my	room	for



the	night,	and	I	would	camp	out	here.	I	hope	they	enjoyed	it	because	I’m	not	fucking
doing	that	again.	This	fucking	couch	hurts	like	a	bitch,”	he	said,	rubbing	his	neck.

I	laughed.	“Well,	that’s	what	you	get	for	allowing	your	little	sister	to	fornicate.	Turn
around,	and	let	me	rub	your	back.”

“I	knew	you	wanted	an	excuse	to	touch	me.”

“You	want	that	massage,	or	do	you	want	an	aching	back?”	I	asked,	arching	a

brow.

“Definitely	want	the	massage.	Shirt	on	or	off?”

“Leave	it	on,	Casanova.	You’re	pushing	your	luck.”

“Fine.	This	better	be	good,”	Geoff	said,	facing	away	from	me.

“It’s	the	best	—	you	can	ask	Lex,	I	always	do	it	for	him	after	his	shows.”	I	pushed	my
fingers	onto	his	lower	back.	Geez,	it	should	be	illegal	to	have	a	body	like	this,	I	thought.

He	moaned	a	little.	“Sophie,	that	is	amazing.	Please	don’t	stop.”

Hmm,	a	begging	Geoff.	I	could	get	used	to	that.	“Don’t	worry.	I	won’t,”	I	said.

For	about	fifteen	minutes,	I	massaged	his	back	with	him	moaning	softly.	All	of	a
sudden,	he	grabbed	my	hands,	drew	them	to	his	chest,	and	me	against	him.	“As	good	as
that	feels,	I	think	we	better	stop,”	he	said	quietly.

I	nodded	and	buried	my	face	in	his	back.	He	smelled	so	good.

He	turned	his	head	slightly	and	kissed	the	top	of	head.	“Any	regrets	about	last

night?”



“No,”	I	told	him.	I	really	didn’t	—	it	had	been	amazing.	Then	it	occurred	to	me	that
maybe	he	did.	“How	about	you?”

“Silly	girl,	not	at	all,”	he	said,	pulling	me	around	to	face	him.	He	gently	kissed	my	lips
and	then	rested	his	forehead	against	my	mine.	“That	was	one	of	the	best	nights	of	my
existence.	The	question	is,	what	do	we	do	now?”

“Can	we	just	see	where	this	goes?”	I	asked	quietly,	nuzzling	my	face	into	his	neck.

“Works	for	me,”	he	said,	holding	me.	We	didn’t	move	for	a	few	minutes	and	then
reluctantly	stirred	to	prepare	for	the	new	day.



Chapter	11:	Strolls

Sophie’s	Perspective

The	rest	of	the	week	flew	by,	and	Simon	and	I	remained	in	our	détente,	so	I	didn’t	feel
the	need	to	slap	him	every	five	minutes.	He	treated	Emma	like	a	queen,	so	she	was	extra
bubbly.	

We	spent	each	day	touring	the	city,	with	Jillian	acting	as	our	guide	since	she	spent	her
summers	here	and	knew	everything	about	Paris.	At	night,	we	strolled	out	to	some	of	the
underage	clubs,	and	I	found	myself	having	fun.	Geoff	and	I	acted	as	normal	as	possible
around	each	other,	while	stealing	a	kiss	or	two	when	no	one	was	looking.

Jillian	suspected	but	didn’t	say	anything.	Emma	was	so	lost	in	her	own	happiness	that
she	was	oblivious	to	everyone.	Every	night,	she	and	Simon	slipped	into	my	room	or
Geoff’s	to	make	out	or	have	sex.	They	weren’t	quiet	about	it	either.	Sometimes,	the	four	of
us	had	to	leave	just	to	avoid	the	happy	couple.

On	our	last	night	in	Paris,	we	decided	to	do	things	individually.	Jillian	and	David	were
going	clubbing,	while	Simon	and	Emma	were	going	to	the	opera	again.	Geoff	and	I	were
playing	it	cool,	so	everyone	assumed	that	we	were	studying	after	a	quick	dinner.

A	couple	of	times	that	week,	Emma	had	pulled	me	aside	to	ask	if	something	was	going
on	between	her	brother	and	me.	I	just	shrugged	and	said,	“Nothing	more	than	usual.”	That
was	not	entirely	untrue,	as	we	still	hadn’t	defined	what	we	were	to	each	other.

It	was	around	three	p.m.	and	I	was	returning	to	the	apartment	after	mailing	some	letters
to	California.	When	Heather	found	out	I	was	going	to	Paris,	she	made	me	promise	to	mail
things	from	there	she.	She	was	dying	for	a	French	postmark	to	go	with	all	the	English	ones
she	had	received	over	the	years.	I	enjoyed	the	solitude	as	I	strolled,	since	I	hadn’t	had
much	to	time	to	myself	over	the	last	week.

It	was	strange	being	around	people	this	much,	having	spent	most	of	the	last	three-and-
a-half	years	alone.	This	afternoon,	I	was	taking	the	long	way	around	to	the	apartment.	The
week	had	been	incredible;	my	dad	had	been	right.	Missing	this	experience	would	have
been	tragic.	I	felt	like	I	was	on	the	way	to	becoming	a	middle-aged	person,	and	I	was	only
17.



My	favorite	part	had	been	when	we	visited	the	Louvre.	Much	to	everyone’s	irritation,	I
had	returned	three	times	this	week.	After	the	first	two	visits,	I	sneaked	back	by	myself,
and	I’d	had	to	buy	two	more	sketchbooks.	I	had	sent	drawings	in	my	care	package	to
Heather	for	my	friends	back	home,	so	they	could	have	a	taste	of	my	trip.

Last	night,	I	crept	away	for	a	little	privacy	to	call	home.	First,	I	checked	in	with	my
dad.	Then	I	called	Heather.	She	told	me	that	she,	Lex,	and	Kevin	were	planning	a
European	tour	this	summer	and	wanted	me	to	come	with	them.	She	and	Lex	were	going	to
play	across	the	continent,	with	Kevin	managing	the	dates.	She	said	she	hoped	I	could
make	time	to	do	the	cover	art	for	the	posters.

It	sounded	like	a	great	idea,	but	with	everything	happening	with	Geoff,	it	was	a	lot	to
take	in.	I	ended	up	telling	Heather	a	little	about	him.	She	knew	we	were	getting	along	but
was	shocked	to	find	out	that	we	were	actually	kissing.	We	stayed	on	the	phone	for	over	an
hour	talking	about	it.	It	was	a	good	thing	I	had	a	bunch	of	phone	cards	to	cover	the	bill,
but	I	freaked	out	Emma	and	Geoff.	When	they	realized	I	was	missing,	they	ran	out	in	a
panic	convinced	I’d	been	kidnapped	by	a	white	slavery	ring.	They	found	me	at	the
payphone	where	I	was	making	my	call	and	I	introduced	Heather	to	them.

“Well,”	Heather	said,	after	she	told	them	both	good-bye.	“They	are	definitely
protective	of	you.	Are	you	sure	that	was	the	asshole	who	was	bothering	you	last	year?”

“Heather,	I	couldn’t	explain	this	even	if	I	tried.”

“Look	—	think	about	the	summer.	It’s	going	to	be	awesome.”

“I	will.”

“Also,	don’t	let	anyone	pressure	you.	I’m	sure	that	Geoff	is	a	nice	guy,	but	you	need	to
think	of	yourself,”	she	said.

“Thanks,”	I	replied.	“I	miss	you,	babe.”

“Me,	too.	Hey,	do	you	have	Internet	access?”

“Yeah,”	I	said,	thinking	of	the	school	email	directory	that	had	just	been	created.



“My	parents	finally	bought	a	computer,	and	I	have	an	AOL	account.	We	can	electronic
mail	now!”

“Awesome!	Dowsford	has	a	website	where	you	can	find	my	electronic	mail	under	the
directory.”

“Cool!	Look	for	a	message	from	me	when	you	get	back,”	she	promised.

“Will	do.	Have	a	good	night.”

“You,	too.”

I	didn’t	know	what	I	wanted	from	Geoff.	Actually,	scratch	that	—	I	knew	exactly	what
I	wanted	from	him.	The	question	was	whether	what	I	wanted	was	a	good	thing.	I	really
liked	Geoff,	more	than	I	ever	thought	I	could.	Especially	this	past	week	since	I	had	gotten
to	see	this	sweet	side	of	him.	He	was	incredibly	romantic.	A	few	times,	when	the	others
weren’t	looking,	he	would	slip	something	in	my	bag	like	a	flower	or	a	note.	Yesterday,	the
girls	and	I	traveled	to	the	Champ	Elysees,	and	when	we	returned,	a	Nirvana	CD	was	on
my	bed.	

He	was	an	amazing	kisser.	Not	that	I	had	a	lot	of	experience,	but	I	couldn’t	imagine
anything	better.	When	he	kissed	me,	it	felt	like	the	world	existed	only	between	us.	It	was	a
heavily	intoxicating	experience.	If	Simon	was	anything	like	Geoff,	and	I	shuddered	at	the
thought,	I	could	see	why	Emma	had	been	so	swept	away.

I	knew	that	most	girls	in	Dowsford,	and	probably	in	the	western	world,	would	die	to	be
in	my	position	right	now.	If	I	were	more	impulsive,	I	would	be	jumping	into	this.
However,	I	was	still	me,	and	there	were	some	things	I	couldn’t	ignore.

No	matter	how	sweet	Geoff	was	behaving	right	now,	it	wasn’t	in	the	too	distant	past
that	he	had	been	a	complete	asshole	to	me.	If	someone	had	told	me	last	summer	that	this
would	be	happening	with	Geoff,	I	would	have	thrown	up	at	the	thought	of	him	trying	to
touch	me	intimately.	Plus,	I	had	a	gut	feeling	that	Geoff	was	hiding	something	from	me.
Every	now	and	then,	it	seemed	as	if	he	wanted	to	tell	me	something	but	couldn’t.

Then,	there	was	the	inescapable	fact	that	I	would	be	leaving.	Even	if	I	did	stay	to	help
Lex	and	Heather	with	their	tour,	I	would	need	to	leave	Europe	by	August	to	be	back	in	the
States	in	time	for	school.	I	also	missed	my	dad	and	wanted	some	time	with	him	before	I



started	college.	Mary	would	want	a	visit,	and	that	would	involve	a	trip	to	Florida.
Realistically,	I	was	looking	at	a	six-month	romance	at	best.	Geoff	would	be	in	England	for
college,	and	I	would	be	in	Rhode	Island	or	California.

There’s	an	old	saying:	“It	is	better	to	be	happy	for	a	moment	and	be	burned	up	with
beauty	than	to	live	a	long	time	and	be	bored	all	the	while.”	That	statement	didn’t	take	into
account	the	immense	depression	of	losing	someone	you	loved.	Intellectually,	I	knew	one
of	the	reasons	I	had	not	fully	committed	to	Geoff	yet	was	that	I	was	close	to	falling	in	love
with	him.	It	wouldn’t	take	much	for	me	to	cross	that	line.

I	strolled	toward	the	apartment	and	saw	Jill	and	Emma	heading	toward	me.	I	started	to
realize	that	they	were	not	walking	—	they	were	marching.	Rather,	Emma	was	marching,
and	Jill	was	trying	to	contain	her.	“Oh,	crap,”	I	said	to	myself.

“Sophie	Walker,	what’s	going	on	with	you	and	my	brother?”	Emma	demanded,	tapping
her	foot	in	front	of	me.

“What	are	you	talking	about?”	I	asked	cautiously.

“I	caught	my	brother	sneaking	into	our	room	and	putting	this	on	your	bed,”	she	said,
handing	me	a	note.

“Sorry,	Sophie.	I	tried	to	stop	her,”	Jillian	explained,	looking	at	her	shoes.	Any	other
time	I	would	have	found	this	hysterical	—	Jillian	Campbell	at	a	loss	for	words	and
embarrassed.

“Did	you	read	this?”	I	asked	sternly,	looking	at	Emma.

She	swallowed	and	blushed	a	little,	“No,	of	course	not.”

“Then	you	know	I’m	going	to	tell	you	that	this	is	none	of	your	business,”	I	replied,
shoving	the	note	into	my	purse.

“C’mon,	Sophie,	talk.	I	know	something	is	going	on	with	you	two.”

I	glared	at	her.	“What	is	it	with	you	and	your	obsession	about	me	being	with	your
brother?”



“Ladies,	why	don’t	we	go	to	the	café?”	Jillian	suggested,	breaking	in.

We	both	nodded	and	walked	to	the	little	café	next	door	where	we	ordered	some	drinks.
“Sophie,	you	know	I	would	love	to	see	you	with	Geoff,”	Emma	gushed.

“I	know	you	would,	but	have	you	stopped	to	think	about	what	this	could	do	to	our
friendship	if	things	didn’t	work	out	between	me	and	your	brother?”

“That	would	have	nothing	to	do	us.”

“Think,	Emma.	Really	think	about	that,”	Jill	spoke	up.	“You	would	be	in	a	tough	place,
and	you	would	have	to	choose	your	brother	if	things	ended	badly.”

“Hardly.	Besides,	it	wouldn’t	end	badly,”	Emma	insisted,	her	confidence	a	bright	white
light.

“Really,	Emma?	You	do	realize	that	after	I	graduate	in	July,	I’m	going	back	to	the
States,”	I	reminded	her	with	a	raised	eyebrow.

“Yes,	but	you	also	applied	to	English	schools.	You	don’t	have	to	leave.”

I	laughed.	“Emma,	do	you	have	any	idea	how	homesick	I	am?”

She	didn’t	say	anything.	Emma	understood	the	difference	between	a	train	ride	from
home	and	an	eighteen	hour	plane	trip.	

“Look,	to	answer	your	question,	something	did	happen.	But	we’re	taking	it	slow	to	see
if	we	both	want	to	pursue	anything,”	I	confessed,	not	wanting	to	deny	the	obvious.

“That’s	a	good	idea,”	Jill	agreed,	shooting	Emma	a	look.	“Take	your	time,	and	see
where	the	two	of	you	want	to	go	with	this.”

We	sat	there	for	few	moments,	drinking	our	sodas	and	returned	to	the	apartment.
“Sophie,	you	have	to	let	me	do	your	hair	tonight,”	Emma	commanded,	taking	my	arm.



“Sorry,	Emma.	I	don’t	feel	like	playing	‘Dress	Up	Sophie,’”	I	told	her.

“C’mon,	you	want	to	look	good	for	Geoff.”

She	had	me	there.	“Okay,	but	nothing	over	the	top.”

“Don’t	worry,”	she	promised.	“You’re	going	to	love	it!”

Three	hours	later,	we	were	all	ready	to	go	out	for	the	evening.	Emma	had	brought	out
the	burgundy	dress	I	had	worn	the	night	we	went	to	the	opera	in	London.	She	pulled	my
hair	up	into	a	French	twist	and	left	a	few	pieces	down	to	frame	my	face.	She	used	a
minimal	amount	of	makeup	and	convinced	me	to	wear	my	contacts.	With	a	pair	of
platforms,	I	was	ready	to	go.	Jill	and	Emma	had	left	earlier	with	their	significant	others.

Earlier,	while	we	girls	were	out,	Geoff	and	the	guys	had	disappeared	to	a	cigar	bar.	Jill
nearly	had	a	stroke	when	they	came	back	in	smelling	like	stale	tobacco.	She	made	all	of
them	shower	and	fumigate	before	they	could	come	back	into	the	living	room.	As	a	result,	I
hadn’t	seen	much	of	Geoff	all	day	and	I	stayed	in	my	room	studying	after	Emma	worked
her	magic.	Around	six	p.m.,	I	heard	a	tentative	knock	on	the	door.	I	giggled	to	myself,
since	it	sounded	like	Geoff	was	nervous.

“Just	a	second,”	I	answered,	getting	up	and	smoothing	my	dress.	I	opened	the	door,
and	there	stood	Geoff.	He	looked	amazing	in	a	pair	of	dark	slacks	and	a	charcoal	gray
sweater.

“Wow,”	he	said,	taking	me	in,	“you	look	gorgeous,	absolutely	breathtaking.”

“Thank	you.	You	do,	too,”	I	said	shyly.

“Hah,	hardly.”	He	leaned	in	a	little	to	give	me	a	gentle	kiss	on	the	lips.	“Well,
originally	I	was	going	to	suggest	dinner	in,	since	we	had	the	whole	place	to	ourselves,	but
I	ended	up	making	a	reservation.”

“Don’t	be	silly.	I’m	more	than	happy	to	stay	in.”



“You	might	be,	but	I’m	not,”	he	winked.	“I’ll	get	our	coats.”

We	bundled	up	and	stepped	outside.	There	was	a	wonderful	crispness	to	the	air.
“Where	are	we	going?”	I	asked.

“You’ll	see,”	he	smirked,	and	to	my	great	surprise,	led	me	to	the	Metro.

“Geoff,	you’re	actually	going	on	public	transportation	voluntarily?	I’m	shocked,”	I
teased	as	we	boarded	the	train.

“You	know	something,	Sophie?	The	first	time	we	ever	talked	was	on	the	bus,	the	night
of	your	birthday,”	he	said,	ignoring	my	jab.

“I	remember,”	I	replied,	recalling	the	first	night	we	ever	connected.

A	few	minutes	later,	we	passed	by	the	stop	for	the	Louvre.	“One	of	the	things	I	love
about	you	is	your	passion	for	art,”	he	murmured	in	my	ear.	“I	know	you’ve	been	sneaking
out	to	come	here	when	you	thought	no	one	noticed.	Sophie,	I	always	know	when	you
leave.	Call	it	a	sixth	sense.”	

I	shuddered	with	his	closeness.

We	stepped	off	the	train	when	it	finally	stopped	by	the	Seine.	“Most	of	all,	Sophie,	I
know	how	much	you	miss	your	home,”	Geoff	stated,	leading	me	toward	the	pier.	“I	cannot
bring	your	family	to	you	or	take	you	to	the	beach,	but	I	thought	I	could	give	you	the	water
for	a	few	hours.”

“Are	we	having	dinner	by	the	river?”	I	asked,	excited.

He	laughed.	“No,	darling,	we’re	having	it	on	the	boat	there,”	he	said,	pointing	to	a
dinner	cruise	vessel.	“You	can	even	see	the	model	of	the	Statue	of	Liberty.”

“Geoff,”	I	whispered,	truly	touched.



“And	don’t	start	about	money.	This	is	a	date,	so	it’s	my	treat,”	he	assured	me,	pulling
me	close.

“Okay,”	I	nodded,	giving	him	a	peck	on	the	chin.

“Darling,	you’d	better	stop	that,”	he	advised.	“I	wouldn’t	want	to	be	responsible	for
missing	dinner.”

“Okay.”	I	giggled	again.

Taking	my	hand,	he	led	me	to	the	boat	and	helped	me	onboard.	In	French,	he
confirmed	the	reservation	and	the	host	showed	us	to	our	table.	Fortunately,	this	menu	was
in	both	English	and	French,	so	I	didn’t	need	his	help	to	translate.

The	waiter	approached	and	did	a	double	take	at	us,	particularly	Geoff.	Guess	he’s	gay,	I
thought	to	myself.

“Bonjour,”	the	waiter	said,	“Mon	nom	est	Michel,	et	je	vais	être	vous	server	ce	soir.”

“Bonjour,”	I	said	in	my	halting	French.	“Parlez-vous	anglais?”

“Ah,	American.	How	charming,”	Michel	gushed,	changing	my	thoughts	on	his	sexual
orientation	by	the	way	he	looked	at	me.

“Yes,	she’s	American,	and	I’m	British.	Michel,	can	we	please	see	the	wine	list?”	Geoff
asked,	a	little	irritated.

“Why,	yes,	of	course,”	Michel	replied,	a	little	flustered.	“Your	girlfriend,	she	is,	how
do	you	say,	enchanting.”

“Thank	you,	Michel,”	Geoff	said	dryly.

As	soon	as	Michel	walked	away,	I	started	laughing.	“Geoff,	what	was	that	all

about?”



“I	just	don’t	like	other	blokes	staring	at	my	date.	I’m	sorry.	Did	I	embarrass	you?”

“No,	it	was	just	a	little	silly.	To	be	honest,	I	thought	he	was	gay	and	was	checking	you
out	before	he	started	speaking.	So	much	for	my	gaydar,”	I	said,	shrugging	my	shoulders.

“Are	you	mad	about	me	implying	that	you’re	my	girlfriend?	I	mean,	I	know	we
haven’t	put	a	label	on	anything	yet.”

I	shook	my	head,	a	little	relieved	to	see	Michel	returning	with	the	wine	list.	One	thing	I
had	learned	during	my	time	in	France	and	Europe	was	that	they	were	definitely	more
liberal	with	liquor	here	than	back	home.

“Here	you	are	sir,”	Michel	said,	handing	the	list	to	Geoff	and	then	proceeding	to
describe	the	specials	of	the	house.

“Thank	you,”	I	said	after	he	concluded.

Geoff	looked	at	the	wine	list.	“Sophie,	would	you	like	a	glass?”

I	thought	about	for	it	minute.	I’d	had	drinks	before	on	special	occasions,	and	it	was	a
special	night.	“Sure,	why	not?	But	please	keep	it	to	white.	I’m	not	used	to	red	wine.”

Geoff’s	eyes	opened	slightly,	but	he	recovered	and	ordered	a	small	bottle	of	white	wine
for	our	table.	“Why	the	sudden	change?	I	don’t	think	I’ve	ever	even	you	seen	you	do
anything	off	the	cuff	before.	You	know	you	don’t	need	to	prove	anything.”

“Geoff,	believe	it	or	not,	I	have	had	a	drink	before.	My	dad	has	let	me	have	a	glass	of
champagne	for	special	occasions	since	I	was	16.”

I	cut	my	eyes	at	him,	hoping	I	looked	coy.	“I’ll	let	you	in	on	a	little	secret.	Last
summer,	we	were	having	a	bonfire	on	the	beach.	Lex	and	Kevin	got	a	couple	of	fake	IDs
and	bought	a	couple	of	cases	of	beer	from	the	7-Eleven	by	the	university.	Then,	they	drove
to	the	reservation	at	Santa	Ynez	and	bought	a	couple	boxes	of	fireworks.	It	was	the	Fourth
of	July,	and	it’s	legal	to	buy	them	on	the	reservation.”	I	smiled	at	the	memory.	



“Anyway,	so	we	were	on	the	beach	—	Kevin,	Heather,	Lex	and	me	—	drinking	the
beer,”	I	continued.	“Then,	Lex	and	Kevin	decided	it	was	time	to	light	up	the	fireworks,
and	we	were	all	fairly	drunk	at	this	point.	I’m	trying	to	figure	out	what	I’m	going	to	tell
my	dad,	so	I	stopped	drinking	so	I	could	look	somewhat	sober	when	I	got	home.	Heather’s
dad	is	a	minster,	so	she	stopped	drinking,	too,	and	was	drinking	Coke	with	me.”

I	had	to	stifle	a	laugh.	“Lex	and	Kevin	were	having	a	pretty	good	time	with	the
sparklers	but	arguing	about	which	set	of	fireworks	should	be	lit	first.	They	weren’t	paying
attention	and	were	standing	too	close	to	the	box	with	the	sparklers.	They	were	a	lot
drunker	than	Heather	and	me,	too.	Kevin	lost	his	balance	and	tripped	over	the	box.	The
next	thing	we	knew,	they	the	entire	the	box	of	fireworks	was	smoking,”	I	said,	laughing	at
the	memory	of	Lex	and	Kevin	tripping	over	each	other.	“They	ran	to	into	the	surf	fully
clothed	to	escape.”

Geoff	laughed.	“I	wouldn’t	have	thought	you	had	in	it	in	you,	Walker.”

“Well,	I	tend	to	act	more	my	age	when	I’m	home,	but	I’m	no	rebel.”

“I	would	love	to	see	that	side	of	you	one	day,”	he	commented,	his	eyes	smoldering.

I	blushed.	“I’d	like	that.”

“Really?”

“Yeah,	you’re	a	good	guy,”	I	told	him	honestly.	“I	misjudged	you.”

“You	had	reason.	I’m	glad	you	gave	me	a	second	chance,”	he	murmured.

“Me,	too,”	I	replied,	smiling	at	him	and	patting	his	hand.

“Sophie,	I	know	I	said	I	wouldn’t	pressure	you,	and	I	meant	it.	But	have	you	given
anymore	thought	to	us?”

I	nodded,	remembering	the	musings	I’d	had	this	afternoon.	“I	read	your	note.	By	the
way,	you	should	be	more	discreet	—	Emma	caught	you	sneaking	into	our	room.”



“Ouch!	She	say	something?”	he	asked,	his	ears	turning	a	little	red.

“A	little.	Don’t	worry.	Jill	was	there	—	she	calmed	Emma	down	a	bit.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t	worry.	She	gave	me	a	lot	to	think	about,”	I	mentioned.

The	waiter	returned	a	few	minutes	later	with	the	wine.	We	ordered	our	dinners	and
held	hands.	We	stayed	on	less-sensitive	subjects	and	just	enjoyed	the	atmosphere	of	the
boat.	Geoff	pointed	out	the	various	sights	of	the	Seine	and	Paris	as	they	passed.

After	the	courses	were	served,	we	rose	and	stepped	outside.	“Geoff,”	I	sighed,	as	we
stood	by	the	railing.

“Yes?”	he	asked,	looking	at	me	earnestly.

“I’ve	been	thinking	about	our	conversation.	To	be	honest,	I’m	scared.”

“I	see.”

“I’m	not	sure	you	do,”	I	said,	looking	into	his	eyes.	“I’m	scared	about	many	things.
Let’s	be	honest	—	we	have	an	expiration	date.”

“What	do	you	mean?”	he	asked,	confused.

“We	both	know	I’m	going	home	in	the	summer.	At	the	very	least,	we	would	have	to
break	up	by	then.	Doesn’t	that	bother	you?”

“Sophie,	first	of	all,	I	know	you’re	going	back	to	the	States,	but	I	still	want	to	try	this,
whatever	it	is.	Secondly,	I	don’t	believe	we’re	destined	to	break	up	just	because	you’re
going	back.	It’s	not	going	to	be	easy,	but	I	don’t	think	it’s	impossible,”	he	told	me,	taking
my	face	in	his	hands	and	kissing	my	forehead.

“I’m	scared,”	I	whispered.



“Me,	too.”

“How	come?”

“I’ve	never	felt	this	way	about	anyone,”	he	murmured,	leaning	his	forehead	against
mine.	“You’re	special	and	amazing.	My	heart	belongs	to	you,	and	that	makes	me
vulnerable.	You’re	the	only	person	who	can	really	hurt	me.”

We	stood	for	a	moment	until	I	finally	said,	“Geoff,	I	want	to	try.”

“Really,	Sophie?”	he	asked.	The	excitement	in	his	voice	made	me	smile.	“You	don’t
have	to	do	this	to	make	me	happy.”

“You’re	silly.	I’m	doing	this	to	make	me	happy,”	I	assured	him,	kissing	his	neck.	“But
don’t	think	you’re	getting	any	from	me	anytime	soon.”

Laughing,	he	lifted	me	and	kissed	me	passionately	against	the	railing.	“I	wouldn’t
dream	of	it.	I	just	want	to	concentrate	on	making	my	beautiful	girlfriend	happy.”

“You’re	doing	a	great	job	of	it,”	I	said,	smiling	and	nuzzling	his	face.

“Good.	I	plan	to	do	more,”	he	smirked.

“Well,	I	wouldn’t	stop	you	now,”	I	whispered,	looking	up	at	him,	“but	I	think	we	are
about	to	dock.”

“Fuck,	you’re	right.	We’d	better	go	back	in.”	Together,	we	walked	to	the	dining	room
and	gathered	our	things	before	leaving	the	boat.	Once	outside,	Geoff	insisted	that	we	walk
for	a	while.

“I’m	not	ready	for	the	evening	to	end,”	he	explained,	putting	his	jacket	around	me.

I	nodded,	wanting	it	to	last	a	while	longer,	too.	We	strolled	around	for	a	couple	of
hours,	taking	in	the	sights	of	the	city	one	last	time,	stopping	to	kiss	every	once	in	a	while.
Finally,	we	found	ourselves	in	front	of	Jill’s	apartment.



“Fancy	a	tea?”	Geoff	asked,	pointing	to	the	small	café	where	Jill,	Emma,	and	I	had	sat
earlier	in	the	day.

“Sure,”	I	replied.

Sitting	down,	he	asked,	“So	what	did	you	think	of	Paris?”

“You	know,	I’m	glad	I	came,	so	I	guess	I	should	thank	you	for	putting	the	bug	in
Emma’s	ear.”	I	smirked	at	him.

He	laughed.	“Hey,	this	was	practically	a	free	trip!”

“You’re	right,	but	you	and	your	sister	strong-armed	me	into	it.	One	thing	about	me,
Geoff,	which	I	am	sure	you	already	know,	is	that	I	am	stubborn	to	a	fault.”

“You	don’t	say,”	he	replied	dryly,	sipping	his	coffee.

“Hah.	Cut	it	out,	smartass,”	I	said,	throwing	a	napkin	at	him.	“But	my	dad	was	right	—
I’m	in	danger	of	turning	into	an	old	lady.”

We	stayed	for	a	few	more	minutes,	then	returned	to	the	apartment.	The	others	were	still
out,	so	we	had	a	few	minutes	to	ourselves.	We	used	that	time,	but	wisely	stayed	on	the
couch	—	I	didn’t	trust	myself	in	a	bedroom	with	him.	After	a	while,	we	said	goodnight.

“Sweet	dreams,”	he	whispered,	kissing	my	forehead.

“You,	too,”	I	said,	returning	his	kiss.



Chapter	12:	All	Bets	Are	Off…	Right?

Geoff’s	Perspective

I	was	beaming,	really	beaming	like	a	12-year-old	fucking	girl,	but	I	didn’t	care.	This
had	been	the	best	night	of	my	life.	Sophie	had	finally	agreed	to	be	my	girlfriend.	There
was	just	one	thing	I	had	to	do.	I	did	not	want	my	bet	with	Simon	to	hang	over	my	head,	so
I	was	ending	it	tonight.	Grabbing	my	cigarettes,	I	walked	out	to	the	terrace	to	smoke.

Inhaling	the	nicotine,	I	waited	for	Emma	and	him	to	come	back.	I	didn’t	have	to	wait
long	—	they	came	in	about	twenty	minutes	later.

“Hey,	guys,”	I	said,	giving	Emma	a	kiss	on	the	cheek.

“Hi,	Geoff,”	she	said,	smiling	broadly.

“Simon,	can	I	talk	to	you	for	a	second?”	I	asked.

“Sure,	mate,”	he	said,	looking	a	bit	scared,	probably	remembering	last	week	when
David	and	I	threatened	to	kill	him	if	he	didn’t	stop	talking	shit	about	Emma.

Following	me	out	to	the	terrace,	he	took	a	cigarette	from	my	packet.	“What’s	up,
Geoff?”

“Not	much.	Listen,	I	want	to	end	the	bet,”	I	told	him	straight	out.	“It	was	stupid,	and	I
should	have	never	done	it.”

“Since	when	have	you	ever	backed	down	from	a	challenge?”	he	asked,	looking	at	me
strangely.	“Are	you	trying	to	get	more	money?”

“No,	I	really	like	her.	She’s	amazing,	Simon,	and	I	don’t	want	to	cock	it	up	with	this
bet.”

“What	happened	with	you	two?”	Then	it	dawned	on	him,	“Oh,	shit.	You’re	really



dating	her.”

David	was	wrong,	I	thought.	Simon	might	be	a	loudmouth,	but	he	wasn’t	stupid.	I	just
looked	at	him.	“Yeah,	I	am,	and	even	if	I	wasn’t,	I	don’t	want	to	be	part	of	this	anymore.
Sophie	is	a	decent	girl,	much	more	than	most	of	the	girls	in	our	crowd.	She	doesn’t
deserve	this.	It’s	demeaning.”

“Okay.	Wow.	Can’t	say	I	didn’t	see	this	coming.	But,	seriously,	Geoff.	Dating

Sophia	is	committing	social	suicide.”

I	just	glared	at	him.	“Even	if	this	doesn’t	work	out	with	Sophie,	I	don’t	care.	My	real
friends	shouldn’t	either.”

“Don’t	get	your	knickers	in	a	twist,	Geoff.	I’m	just	warning	you.	You	know	what	our
crowd	is	like.	They	aren’t	likely	to	be	nice	to	Sophia	just	because	you’re	dating	her.”

“I	don’t	care,	Simon.	I	don’t	want	to	spend	the	rest	of	my	life	fucking	around	just	to
please	people.”	I	then	pulled	his	payment	from	my	pocket.

“What	the	fuck	is	this?”	he	asked,	frowning.

“It’s	a	cheque.	I’m	forfeiting	the	bet.”

“Geoff,	I	can’t	take	this.	You	won,”	he	said,	looking	at	me	like	I	was	daft.

“But	you	will.	This	is	over,	Simon,	okay?”	I	insisted,	glaring	at	him.	David	was	right
—	Simon	really	was	a	snake	in	the	grass.	I	would	have	to	watch	him,	for	both	my	sake	and
Sophie.	Simon	was	one	of	my	oldest	friends,	but	I	didn’t	trust	him,	at	least	not	with	this
secret.	Like	David	said,	he	was	a	subtle	as	the	Telegraph.	

He	nodded	finally.	“Okay.	It’s	over.”	Simon	knew	when	I	made	up	my	mind,	there	was
no	going	back.

“Good.	Glad	we’re	clear	on	that.”



“For	the	record,	I	may	never	understand	this	relationship	you	have	with	Sophia,	but	I
am	happy	for	you,	Geoff,”	Simon	said,	in	a	possibly	rare	moment	of	sincerity.

Simon	might	mean	it,	but	I	still	didn’t	trust	him.	He	knew	too	much	about	me.	I
realized	I	needed	to	tell	Sophie	the	truth	about	my	past,	minus	the	details	of	my	bet.	I
nodded	and	stepped	back	in.

The	next	day,	we	returned	to	the	station	to	catch	the	train	back	to	London.	Sophie	and	I
were	going	to	ride	in	the	coach	car,	while	the	others	rode	in	the	business	section.	This	was
definitely	a	different	experience	from	when	we	first	came	down.	Sophie	had	gotten	up
early.	Her	movements	in	the	kitchen	had	woken	me,	so	I	snuck	up	and	starting	kissing	the
back	of	her	neck,	causing	her	to	giggle.

While	I	might	have	developed	radar-like	skills	around	Sophie,	I	still	could	not	hear	my
sister,	even	if	my	life	depended	on	it.	Emma	walked	in	on	us	and	started	squealing,	which
brought	everyone	else	out.

“What?”	Jill	asked.

“He’s	kissing	her!”	Emma	exclaimed.

Everyone	looked	at	Sophie	and	me.	She	buried	her	head	in	my	chest.	Her	entire	body
was	bright	red.	I	took	a	deep	breath	and	barked,	“Yes,	I	was	kissing	her.	Are	you	happy
now,	you	pest?”

Emma,	speechless,	looked	at	me	and	then	snapped	into	action.	She	grabbed	Sophie
amazingly	fast	—	reminding	me	of	David	going	for	a	football.

“Geoff,”	Sophie	called,	looking	scared	as	Emma	yanked	her	into	the	bedroom	they
were	sharing.	Jill	smirked	at	me	and	followed	the	girls.

David	turned	to	me.	“Fancy	a	smoke?”

I	just	nodded.	The	three	of	us	walked	outside	and	lit	up.	We	enjoyed	the	quiet	for	a
moment,	and	then	David	spoke	up.	“Enjoy	it,	mate.	If	Sophie	is	anything	like	Jill,	these
will	be	a	thing	of	the	past.”	He	snickered,	looking	at	the	tobacco	like	it	was	a	holy	relic.



“Hah,	hah,”	I	said.	“She	hasn’t	asked	me	yet,	and	I	don’t	plan	to	quit	anytime

soon.”

“Emma	hasn’t,”	Simon	said,	taking	drag.

“Yeah,	well,	Emma	sometimes	smokes	herself,	and	she’s	English.	Girls	from	across	the
pond	are	all	about	health,”	David	told	him.

“Yeah,	well,	we’re	just	smart	enough	to	know	how	dumb	sucking	on	a	cancer	stick	is!”
Jill	yelled	from	behind	him,	glaring.	

We	all	jumped	when	we	heard	her,	but	David	looked	terrified.

“Didn’t	you	promise	me	you	would	quit,	Casanova?”	she	asked.

“Jill,	darling	we	were	just…”	he	sputtered.	I	started	laughing,	David	the	giant,	scared
of	his	girlfriend.

“Save	it,”	Jill	said,	not	looking	happy	at	all.	“I	was	just	coming	out	to	let	you	know
that	Emma	has	finished	interrogating	Sophie	and	that	the	cab	will	be	here	soon.”

She	stepped	back	in,	and	David	stomped	out	his	cig.	

“David,	remember	—	you	have	to	quit	now,”	I	teased,	and	Simon	laughed.

David	shot	me	the	bird	and	ran	back	into	the	apartment	after	Jill.	Simon	and	I	finished
up	quickly	and	followed	him	inside.	Since	I	had	packed	the	night	before	and	my	bag	was
already	at	the	door,	I	decided	to	hunt	down	my	girlfriend.	Girlfriend.	I	wondered	if	now	I
qualified	as	a	chick,	the	way	I	was	mooning	over	the	word.	Sophie	was	on	her	bed,
covering	her	eyes.	“I	am	so	embarrassed,”	she	said	when	I	entered.

“Sorry,”	I	said.	“No,	I’m	lying.	I	want	everyone	to	know	that	I’m	with	you.”



“I’m	not	embarrassed	about	being	with	you.	I	just	wish	your	sister	would	cool	it	with
the	sound	effects.”

“Come	here,”	I	said,	opening	my	arms.	She	eagerly	jumped	into	them	and	kissed	me.
Then	she	stopped	

“I’m	sorry,”	she	explained.	“I	just	can’t	stand	the	smell	and,	apparently,	the	taste	of
cigarettes.”

“It’s	okay.	Sophie,	do	you	want	me	to	quit	smoking?”	I	hoped	the	answer	was	no.

“That’s	a	silly	question.	Yes,	I	would	love	for	you	to,	but	I	have	a	feeling	that	if	you
did,	you’d	probably	sneak	them	anyway,”	Sophie	said,	with	her	usual	knack	for	reading
me.	“If	you’d	just	hold	back	from	smoking	them	when	you	know	you’re	going	to	see	me,
that	would	work.”

“Not	a	problem,”	I	agreed	in	relief.	That	wasn’t	an	issue.	As	it	was,	I	didn’t	smoke
much.	Trying	to	sneak	a	cig	during	school	had	ensured	that	I	had	only	five	a	day.	Even	so,
if	she	had	asked	me	to	quit,	I	was	pretty	sure	I	would	start	hiding	them	like	David	did.

“Great,”	she	said.	“Then	go	gargle.	I	really	hate	the	taste,”	she	added	smacking	me
lightly	on	the	chest.

I	laughed	and	obeyed.	I	even	added	cologne	to	cover	up	the	smell.

Now,	here	we	were	on	the	train	heading	back	to	London.	I	called	my	parents	earlier	to
let	them	know	what	was	happening	so	it	wouldn’t	come	as	a	shock	to	them	when	we
arrived.	Needless	to	say,	my	mother	was	enthusiastic	about	the	idea.	She	had	been
ambivalent	about	Vivienne.	I	was	beginning	to	see	she	had	just	been	biding	her	time	until	I
broke	up	with	her.	My	mum	told	me	that	my	taste	in	girlfriends	was	improving	greatly	and
that	she	“no	longer	feared	about	what	type	of	daughter-in-law”	I	would	give	her.	I	laughed
nervously	because,	while	we	were	obviously	not	ready	for	marriage,	I	had	a	vision	of
Sophie	walking	to	me	in	a	white	dress.	It	was	not	an	unwelcome	image,	but	definitely	one
to	file	for	the	future.

The	ride	back	was	different	than	the	ride	down.	Sophie	and	I	sat	in	the	coach	car	but
held	hands	and	kissed	the	entire	way.	Fortunately,	we	had	completed	our	homework
during	the	week,	so	Sophie	was	completely	relaxed.	I	had	never	seen	her	so	laid	back.



That	is,	until	the	announcement	came	through	that	we	were	15	minutes	from	London.
Then	she	started	to	get	nervous	again.

“You	do	realize	that	you’ve	met	my	parents	before,”	I	commented	dryly	when	I	noticed
her	biting	her	lip.

“Yes,	as	Emma’s	friend,	not	as	your	girlfriend,”	she	replied	just	as	sarcastically.

“That’s	even	better.	Remember	—	my	mom	and	dad	are	thrilled	that	we’re	together.”

She	nodded,	still	looking	nervous.	

“Come	here,”	I	said,	hugging	her	to	my	chest.

She	sighed	contentedly.	“Can	we	just	stay	still	like	this	forever?”

“Would	love	to,	darling.”	We	enjoyed	the	last	part	of	the	journey	until	the	train	pulled
into	the	station.

Like	last	weekend,	my	parents	were	there	to	pick	us	up.	After	greeting	Emma	and	me,
my	mother	gave	Sophie	a	hug.	I	smiled,	thinking	how	less	lonely	she	seemed	this	time.
Because	our	train	was	later	returning,	we	arrived	in	time	for	lunch	instead	of	breakfast.
Pulling	up	to	the	house,	we	put	our	luggage	in	our	rooms.	

Then,	I	snuck	into	the	library	and	waited	for	Sophie	to	come	down	the	hallway	on	her
way	downstairs	for	lunch.	Hearing	her	footsteps,	I	counted	mentally.	Five,	four,	three,	two,
one,	I	said	to	myself	and	pulled	her	into	the	room.

“Geoff!”

“Shhh…	they’re	all	downstairs,	and	we	have	a	few	minutes	to	ourselves	without	my
nosey	sister.”

Sophie’s	Perspective



To	say	the	last	forty-eight	hours	were	a	whirlwind	in	my	mind	would	be	an
understatement.	Here	I	was	in	Mr.	Carmichael’s	study	with	Geoff,	his	turquoise	eyes
smoldering.	“Let’s	take	advantage	of	this	sibling-free	moment	then,”	I	replied	coyly,	not
recognizing	myself.

He	just	raised	his	eyebrows	and	smirked,	leaning	forward	to	kiss	me.	I	smiled	as	I	felt
his	lips	pressing	against	mine,	urgent	and,	if	I	didn’t	know	any	better,	desperate.	We	stayed
like	that	for	a	few	minutes	until	we	both	needed	air.	“You	see.	That	is	why	you	should	quit
smoking	—	more	lung	capacity,”	I	teased	him.

“Hmm.	Don’t	worry	about	my	stamina,	Walker,”	he	retorted,	slapping	me	lightly	on
my	ass.	“Oh,	sorry,”	he	said,	noticing	my	reaction.

I	was	a	little	shocked,	since	no	one	ever	touched	me	that	way,	but	I	recovered.	If	Geoff
was	the	one	touching	me	there,	I	realized	I	didn’t	mind.	“Don’t	worry,”	I	said,	“but	just
take	it	slow.	I’m	new	to	all	of	this.”

He	nodded,	kissed	me	on	my	cheek,	and	took	my	hand	so	we	could	walk	downstairs.
Lunch	was	a	non-stressful	event,	even	with	Simon	there.	Since	he’d	realized	we	were
dating,	he	was	being	cordial	to	me.	After	the	bedroom	fiasco,	I	just	decided	to	go	with	the
flow	and	ignore	him	if	need	be.

Geoff	and	I	had	covered	a	lot	on	the	train	ride	from	Paris.	He	wanted	me	to	know	as
much	as	possible.	He	had	lost	his	virginity	at	age	fifteen	to	a	college	student	when	he	and
his	friends	crashed	a	Cambridge	party.	That	didn’t	shock	me	too	much,	since	I
remembered	he	looked	older	then	16	when	we	first	met.

What	did	get	my	attention	was	that,	in	addition	to	the	college	girl	and	Vivienne,	he	had
slept	with	three	other	people,	and	one	of	them	happened	to	be	a	friend	of	his	mother’s.	It
was	an	affair	that	had	lasted	a	summer	when	he	was	17,	bringing	his	total	up	to	five.	

That	made	me	apprehensive.	Since	he	knew	how	little	experience	I	had,	which
included	an	exploratory	kissing	session	with	Lex	when	I	was	12,	a	game	of	spin-the-bottle
at	14,	and	a	brief	relationship	with	a	boy	named	Andrew	the	summer	I	was	16.	The
farthest	Andrew	and	I	ever	went	was	kissing	and	touching	above	the	waist.	Certainly
nothing	on	Geoff’s	level,	that’s	for	sure.	Andrew	and	I	ended	our	relationship	when	I
returned	to	Dowsford,	but	we	remain	friends.	He	now	has	a	serious	girlfriend,	Emily.	

Geoff	told	on	me	the	train	to	not	worry	about	it;	he	had	no	problems	waiting,	as	long	as



we	were	together.	He	knew	that	I	wasn’t	ready	for	sex,	not	by	a	long	shot,	and	promised
not	to	pressure	me.	I	believed	him.	Then,	seeing	the	look	on	his	face	just	now	when	he
touched	my	ass	convinced	me.	He	was	genuinely	horrified	that	he	had	offended	me.	I
wasn’t	that	upset;	it	had	been	kind	of	fun,	but	I	wasn’t	ready	for	anything	more	intimate.

The	rest	of	the	day	passed	by	without	incident.	We	spent	most	of	it	visiting	with	Geoff
and	Emma’s	parents.	Then	Emma	and	I	walked	over	to	the	local	photo	mart	and	got	our
film	developed.	After	bringing	back	the	photos,	we	spent	teatime	looking	at	them	and
laughing	at	quite	a	few.

Suddenly,	Geoff	sat	up	and	grabbed	one.	“I	am	taking	this	one,”	he	said.

Curious,	I	looked	over	and	to	see	what	had	entranced	him.	It	was	one	of	me,	taken
when	I	was	at	the	Louvre.	I	had	been	sitting	with	a	sketchpad	on	the	floor	by	the	sculpture
of	Venus	de	Milo.	My	location	was	under	the	window	so	I	use	the	natural	light	coming
through	at	that	time	of	day.	The	sunlight	looked	like	a	halo	surrounding	me.	It	was	an
amazingly	artistic	shot.	I	looked	almost	beautiful	in	it.

“Emma,	did	you	take	this?”	I	asked,	taking	the	photo	from	Geoff.

“I	took	it	when	you	snuck	out.	You	thought	you	were	so	slick,”	she	said,	giggling	at	me
and	poking	me	in	the	side.

Geoff’s	parents	looked	over	my	shoulder.	“Emma,	that	is	really	a	smashing	shot,”
Imogen	said,	“You	have	to	make	copies	of	this	one.”

“Please	do.	I	think	my	dad	would	like	a	copy,”	I	said,	my	eyes	tearing	up.

“No	problem,”	Emma	said,	giving	me	hug.	How	I	missed	my	dad.	As	my	roommate,
Emma	knew	more	so	than	the	others.	She	was	a	kind	person	and	my	best	friend,	other	than
Heather.

“I’ll	have	it	framed	for	him,	once	Emma	gets	the	photo	copied,”	Geoff	told	me,	kissing
my	head.	No	more	words	were	needed	for	this	moment.

After	dinner,	Emma	and	I	followed	Geoff	and	Simon	to	the	patio	in	the	backyard	so
they	could	smoke.	“Thanks,	both	of	you,”	I	said	to	Emma	and	Geoff.	“I’m	glad	you



strong-armed	me	into	the	trip.”

“Our	pleasure,	Sophie,”	Emma	said,	her	eyes	twinkling	with	mischief.

“Remember	not	to	say	‘no’	to	me,	and	you’ll	save	yourself	a	bunch	of	headaches.”

We	laughed,	and	Simon	was	actually	friendly	to	me.	“Trust	me,	Sophie	—	don’t	say	no
to	either	of	them,”	he	advised.	“There’s	something	about	them	that	makes	people	do
whatever	they	want.”

I	had	to	laugh.	No	matter	what	I	thought	about	Simon,	he	did	have	Geoff	and	Emma
pegged.	“You	know	what,	Simon?	For	once,	you	aren’t	going	to	get	an	argument	from
me,”	I	told	him.



Chapter	13:	Back	To	Real	Life

November	1995

Sophie’s	Perspective

If	I	thought	the	first	six	weeks	of	the	semester	were	weird,	the	next	few	weeks	were
even	more	bizarre.	After	we	got	back	from	the	Paris	trip,	Geoff	and	I	came	out	as	a
couple,	or	rather	he	ousted	us.	He	kissed	me	on	the	mouth	during	breakfast	and	smirked	at
everyone	staring.	Vivienne,	in	particular,	looked	like	a	fish.	I,	on	the	other	hand,	turned
beet	red.	That	kind	of	solved	the	whole	“are	they,	or	aren’t	they”	question	some	people
had	about	us.	We	were	the	Ross	and	Rachel	of	Grade	13.

The	whole	thing	was	surreal,	as	I	recounted	to	Heather	by	email.	We	emailed	each
other	every	couple	of	days,	with	Lex	and	Kevin	getting	into	the	action.	We	all	agreed	that
my	voluntarily	dating	Geoff	was	crazier	than	our	July	fireworks	extravaganza.	Given	the
fact	I	had	made	a	voodoo	doll	of	him	and	the	Legacy	Crew,	I	was	certain	that	I	had
entered	the	Twilight	Zone.

Other	than	the	occasional	looks	thrown	our	way,	nothing	really	changed.	The	only
uncomfortable	thing	happened	right	after	Geoff	had	kissed	me.	I	was	in	the	bathroom
washing	my	hands	when	Vivienne	and	a	couple	of	her	minions	walked	in,	and	she
marched	right	over	to	me.

“Enjoy	it,	Yank.	It	won’t	last,”	she	said,	smirking.

I	just	ignored	her.	It	had	worked	over	the	years,	so	I	didn’t	see	why	it	wouldn’t	now.
Alas,	all	good	things	come	to	an	end.

“Do	you	think	that	Geoff	actually	likes	you?”	Vivienne	started	cackling.

Keeping	my	temper	and	remembering	that	putting	Vivienne	on	her	ass	again	wouldn’t
help	me	get	into	college,	I	continued	to	ignore	her.

When	I	tried	to	leave	the	bathroom,	her	friends	Ivy	and	Millicent	gathered	around	me,
blocking	the	door.	“Look	at	me	when	I	talk	to	you,	you	stupid	bitch,”	Vivienne	said,
grabbing	my	wrist.



I	yanked	free,	chanting	to	myself,	“I	am	not	on	‘Jerry	Springer.	I	am	not	on	Jerry
Springer,’”	I	was	ready	to	push	my	way	out	of	the	bathroom	when	the	toilet	flushed.
That’s	right	—	I	had	forgotten	—	Jillian	had	come	in	with	me.

Walking	out,	Jill	gave	them	a	look	of	distain.	“Problem,	ladies?”

“Back	off,	Jillian.	This	is	between	the	Yank	and	me,”	Vivienne	snapped.

“Now	why	would	I	do	that,	Vivienne?	Sophie	is	a	friend	of	mine,	and	I	don’t	think	that
three	against	one	is	fair.	Do	you?”

“Thanks,	Jill,	but	I	can	handle	this,”	I	told	her.	“Vivienne,	what	is	your	problem?	You
broke	up	with	Geoff,	so	why	do	you	care	if	we	date?”

“My	problem,	Yank,	is	that	the	whole	thing	goes	against	nature!”

“You	know,	Vivienne,	I	don’t	care	what	you	or	anyone	at	this	school	thinks	about	me
or	my	relationship	with	Geoff.	You	can	think	it’s	the	beginning	of	the	apocalypse,	for	all	I
care.	But	remember	this	—	I	have	no	problem	with	throwing	you	back	on	your	ass	if	you
think	you	can	threaten	me.”

“What?	You	think	because	you’re	dating	Geoff,	you	can	say	shit	like	that	to	me

now?”

“No,	you	dumb	bitch!	The	fact	I	threw	you	on	the	floor	before	school	began	should	tell
you	that,”	I	explained.

“And	I	won’t	have	any	problem	helping	her,”	Jill	smirked	at	her.

“You	know	what,	Jill?	You	aren’t	much	different	than	the	Yank.	You	just	got	a
boyfriend	before	she	did.”	Vivienne	sneered.

“Fine,	go	around	calling	me	a	Canuck,	and	see	how	long	you	keep	those	pretty	curls	on



your	head,”	Jill	stated.	“I	am	not	as	patient	or	as	nice	as	Sophie.”

“You	know	what?	You	two	aren’t	worth	the	time	this	is	taking,”	Vivienne	huffed,
walking	to	the	door	with	her	minions	following	her.	“Sophie,	Geoff	is	going	to	drop	your
arse	sooner	or	later.	Good	luck!”

With	that,	she	and	her	friends	walked	out	cackling	like	the	witches	they	were.

I	stood	there	shaking.

“Don’t	believe	that,	babe,”	Jillian	said,	putting	her	arm	around	me.

“I	am	trying	not	to,”	I	said.	Even	though	Geoff	had	been	nothing	but	wonderful,	I
couldn’t	shake	the	feeling	that	he	was	hiding	something	from	me.

“She’s	just	having	buyer’s	remorse.”

“Buyer’s	remorse?”	I	snickered.

“Yeah	—	buyer’s	remorse.	She	thought	she	could	have	her	cake	and	eat	it,	too.”

“Explain,”	I	said,	intrigued.

“She	wanted	to	fuck	Stas	and	keep	Geoff	on	a	string	in	case	that	relationship	goes
south.	You,	my	dear,	took	away	her	backup	plan.”

She	and	I	just	looked	at	each	other	and	laughed.	I	never	told	Geoff	about	the	bathroom
incident.	It	just	didn’t	seem	important	after	that.

Pretty	soon,	November	was	almost	over.	The	temperature	had	dropped	along	with	the
leaves,	and	the	days	were	growing	shorter	with	twilight	occurring	around	4:45	p.m.
Normally,	I	found	this	time	of	the	year	depressing,	as	it	reminded	me	how	far	away
California	was,	but	Geoff	and	my	friends	distracted	me.	Emma	took	me	out	shopping	for
warmer	clothes.	We	drove	to	Harrods	and	had	a	blast.	Jill	joined	us,	and	we	grabbed	a	pile
of	sweaters	to	try	on.	First,	we	started	with	the	most	ridiculous	things	we	could	find	—
Emma	actually	found	sweaters	with	codfish.



“Okay,	Sophie,	walk	out,”	Jill	called.	“Shake	that	ass,	girl!”

“Okay,	ladies,”	I	said,	running	out	in	a	twirl.	In	addition	to	a	Golden	Girls	sweater,	I
was	wearing	a	pair	of	hospital-soled	sneakers	and	a	blue-gray	wig.

They	both	laughed	at	me	until	tears	were	streaming	down	their	cheeks.	After	we
bought	sweaters	that	suited	our	age,	Jill	and	Emma	convinced	me	to	go	to	Victoria’s
Secret	for	lingerie.	“Here	you	go,	Sophie,”	Emma	said,	tossing	me	some	items	to	try	on.

They	looked	uncomfortable	and	somewhat	like	torture	devices,	but	I	diligently	put
them	on.	In	truth,	the	bras	were	pretty	cute	and	comfortable.	They	were	not	too	far	off
from	what	I	normally	wore	but	a	little	risqué.	The	demi	cut	showed	more	of	my	cleavage
than	usual,	but	I	figured	I	would	be	the	only	who	knew	it	when	I	wore	my	new	sweaters.

By	the	time	we	finished,	I	had	three	bags	of	clothes,	not	including	the	one	from
Victoria’s	Secret.

“Well,	how	did	we	do?”	Emma	asked,	as	we	left	the	store.

“About	what?”	I	inquired,	getting	out	my	bus	fare.

“Making	you	less	homesick,”	Jill	answered,	putting	her	hand	on	my	shoulder.	It	was
Thanksgiving	weekend,	and	the	sadness	about	being	away	from	home	was	worse	than
usual.

“Pretty	damn	good,”	I	said,	realizing	I	wasn’t	sad	at	that	moment.	I	had	gotten	a	little
weepy	the	night	before	when	Geoff	and	I	had	gone	stargazing	before	lights	out.	It	was
Thanksgiving	evening,	and	knowing	that	my	dad	was	carving	a	turkey	with	Denise,	his
girlfriend,	but	not	me,	was	overwhelming.

Geoff	had	spread	the	blanket	on	the	ground	and	patted	for	me	to	join	him.	Pulling	my
jacket	closer	around	me,	I	sat	down	beside	him.

“It’s	beautiful	here,	Sophie,”	he	said,	“Thank	you	for	showing	me	this.”



We	were	sitting	in	my	favorite	spot.	I	had	shown	it	to	Geoff	the	first	week	after	we	got
back	from	Paris.	With	all	the	stars	out,	it	was	really	lovely.	Unlike	the	city,	the	campus
didn’t	have	much	light	pollution,	so	we	could	see	everything.

“I’m	glad	to	share	it	with	you,”	I	said,	cuddling	up	to	his	chest.

“Oh,	before	I	forget.”	Pulling	out	a	thermos	and	a	couple	of	cups	from	his	backpack,
he	poured	us	each	a	cup	of	hot	chocolate.	“I	know	you	hate	the	cold.”

“Thanks,”	I	said	gratefully.

“You	seemed	a	little	distracted	today.”

“Just	a	little	homesickness.	It’s	Thanksgiving	back	home,	and	I’m	missing	it	again	this
year.”

He	nodded,	his	face	a	little	sad.	Geoff	always	got	this	wistful	look	whenever	he	was
reminded	that	home	for	me	was	a	different	country.	We	avoided	this	talk	a	lot	but	knew	we
had	a	hard	road	ahead	of	us.

“What	do	you	usually	do	for	Thanksgiving?”	he	asked.

“Well,	we	have	turkey,	of	course,”	I	said,	conjuring	up	an	image	of	my	dad	with	the
deep	fryer	that	he	used	every	year.	It	was	the	one	thing	he	cooked	well.	“My	dad	does	that,
and	I	cook	up	vegetables	and	stuffing.	Then	my	dad	usually	watches	football	with	the
other	guys	from	the	station.	It’s	my	favorite	holiday.”

Geoff	cuddled	me	closer	against	him.	“I	wish	I	could	fly	you	out,”	he	said.

“Well,	buy	a	Lear,	and	we	could	both	go	together,”	I	said,	smiling	at	him,	at	how	sweet
he	was.	“I	really	want	you	to	meet	my	dad.”

“I	want	to	meet	him,	too,	and	your	friends.”	He	stroked	my	hair.

I	imagined	Geoff	with	Lex	and	Kevin,	knowing	they	would	hit	it	off.	Heather	would
love	to	meet	him,	too.	She	had	suggested	inviting	Geoff	to	join	us	some	this	summer	while



they	toured	Europe.	I	knew	Geoff	had	an	internship	with	his	father,	and	I	didn’t	know	if
my	dad	would	let	me	go.	It	was	something	I	planned	to	speak	with	him	about	during
Christmas	break.

“I’d	like	that,	too,”	I	said.

We	stayed	outside	for	another	hour,	kissing	and	touching,	before	heading	back	to	the
dorms.

After	Emma,	Jill,	and	I	got	back	from	the	mall,	I	walked	to	the	student	store	to	do
inventory	with	Lucy.	It	was	our	least	favorite	thing	to	do,	but	we	wanted	to	get	it	done
before	Sunday.

We	caught	up	on	the	latest	gossip.	Since	we’d	both	been	so	involved	with	our
boyfriends,	we	hadn’t	had	the	chance	to	hang	out.

“Sophie,	do	you	have	plans	tonight?	Sebastian	is	going	out	with	the	guys.”

“Nope.	Geoff	has	an	essay	due	for	his	Econ	class.	He’s	going	to	be	churning	it	out	all
this	weekend.”

“Fancy	a	movie?”

“Sure.	I	just	need	to	get	my	purse,”	I	said,	locking	the	store	door.

“Grand!	What	do	you	want	to	see?”

“How	about	Legends	of	the	Fall?”	I	asked.	I	wouldn’t	mind	staring	at	Brad	Pitt	for	a
couple	of	hours,	I	thought.

“Works	for	me,”	she	said.	We	walked	to	the	dorms	and	hurried	to	my	room.	Since
Lucy	lived	off	campus	with	her	parents,	she	already	had	her	things.	Putting	the	key	in	my
lock,	I	stepped	into	the	room	and	turned	on	the	light.

“Surprise!	Happy	Thanksgiving,	Sophie!”



My	jaw	dropped.	Emma	had	turned	our	dorm	room	into	a	Thanksgiving	celebration.
She	went	all	out,	setting	up	a	card	table	with	a	complete	Thanksgiving	dinner.	It	was	like
being	back	in	the	States.

I	inhaled	the	smell	of	the	cranberry	candles	on	the	table	and	took	in	the	fall	decor.
“How	did	you	do	all	of	this?”	I	asked,	as	Emma	came	up	to	hug	me.

“Easy.	You	had	inventory,	and	the	guys	picked	up	the	food	from	the	city	today.	I	just
had	to	decorate.	Why	do	you	think	I	had	Geoff	take	you	out	last	night?	Recon.”

I	had	to	laugh	—	she	knew	me	too	well.	Well,	that	explained	why	Lucy	volunteered	to
do	inventory	today.	She	hated	it	more	than	I	did.

“Stop	hogging	my	girlfriend,”	Geoff	said,	giving	me	a	hug.	“I	know	how	homesick
you’ve	been,	darling.”

“Yeah,	this	was	his	idea.	For	once,	it	didn’t	suck	bollocks,”	Emma	replied,	laughing,
Simon	stepped	up	beside	her.

“How	on	earth	did	you	find	a	turkey?”	I	asked,	since	turkey	wasn’t	common	on	the
British	menu.

“Easy	again.	My	dad,”	Jill	answered,	with	David	throwing	his	arm	around	her.	“He’s
friends	with	the	American	ambassador	and	scored	one	for	us.	Since	we	knew	you	couldn’t
leave	campus	to	attend	Thanksgiving	at	home,	we	thought	we	would	do	the	next	best
thing.”

“Anyway,	let’s	eat.	I	am	starved!”	David	said,	causing	the	rest	of	us	to	laugh.

Of	course,	he	was	starved.	David	was	always	hungry.

We	all	sat	down	to	eat	the	wonderful	feast.	It	was	the	first	Thanksgiving	dinner

I’d	had	in	three	years.	Although	this	was	not	the	family	I	had	been	born	into,	I	could
feel	a	new	one	taking	shape.	Everyone,	including	Simon,	had	a	good	time.	We	all	spoke	of
our	plans	for	the	future.	Now	that	December	was	coming,	the	six-year	students	were
starting	to	hear	from	the	schools	they	had	applied	to	in	October.	David,	Simon,	Lucy,	and
her	boyfriend	Sebastian,	had	heard	from	their	schools	of	choice	earlier	this	week.



Jillian	and	Emma	looked	a	little	forlorn,	as	they	would	be	at	Dowsford	for	at	least
another	year.	Lucy	and	Sebastian	were	going	to	the	University	of	London.	David	had
gotten	into	Kings	College	in	London,	so	he	was	only	a	train	ride	away	from	Jill.	Simon
had	been	the	wild	card	in	our	group.	Unbeknownst	to	Emma,	he	had	applied	and	received
acceptance	into	Yale.	He	had	responded	earlier	in	the	week	to	accept	the	invitation.	Now
she	was	facing	the	same	dilemma	as	Geoff	and	I.	The	only	thing	was,	even	though	they
were	still	sleeping	together,	her	relationship	did	not	seem	as	strong	as	mine	and	Geoff’s	or
Jill	and	David’s.	Being	the	eternal	optimist,	Emma	was	ignoring	the	situation	for	now.

The	reality	was	that	we	were	all	headed	in	different	directions.	As	of	right	now,	I	still
had	not	heard	from	any	of	the	British	schools	I	had	applied	to.	Even	if	I	got	in,	I	really
didn’t	have	a	reason,	other	than	Geoff,	to	stay	out	of	the	States	much	longer.	I	had	fulfilled
my	goal	of	getting	into	a	good	college.	I	knew	I	loved	him,	but	was	that	a	reason	to	stay
behind?	Would	he	consider	moving	to	the	States	for	me?	These	questions	kept	me	up	at
night.

We	still	hadn’t	said	“I	love	you”	yet	or	taken	our	relationship	to	a	more	physical	level.
Part	of	the	reason	was	that	I	was	scared,	at	least	on	the	emotional	side.	I	had	seen	how
obsessed	Emma	was	with	Simon	after	they	started	sleeping	with	each	other.	Even	though
she	still	made	time	for	Jill	and	me,	it	worried	me	that	Simon	clearly	didn’t	feel	the	same
way	about	her.	I	didn’t	think	Geoff	would	treat	me	that	way,	but	a	year	ago,	I	wouldn’t
have	thought	I	would	be	dating	him,	either.

Pushing	those	thoughts	out	of	my	mind,	I	enjoyed	the	pumpkin	pie	that	Geoff	handed
me.

“Cider,	darling?”	he	asked,	passing	me	a	glass	of	Martinelli’s.

“Thanks,	honey,”	I	said,	kissing	his	cheek.	Then	feeling	a	little	bolder,	I	kissed	his	lips
as	well.

Clearly	enjoying	this,	he	returned	my	kiss.	He	usually	initiated	our	physical	contact
and	loved	it	when	I	did	it	instead.

“You	know,	Emma	is	going	out	with	Simon	to	the	movies	later.	Do	you	want	to	hang
out	for	a	while?”	I	asked	him,	“We	could	watch	a	movie.”

Around	8:00	p.m.,	people	started	to	leave.	Lucy	and	Sebastian	stayed	behind	to	help



clean	up	our	room.	I	had	kicked	out	Jill	and	Emma	since	they	had	done	most	of	the	work
setting	this	up.	David	had	wanted	to	stay,	but	Simon	had	grabbed	Emma	and	made	a	dash
for	it.	We	were	still	laughing	at	the	image	of	the	enraged	fashionista	beating	Simon’s	back
as	he	pulled	her	down	the	hall.

The	four	of	us	had	the	room	cleared	in	no	time.	“Sophie,	we	still	need	to	go	the	movies
and	have	some	girl	time,”	Lucy	said,	taking	down	the	last	of	the	streamers.

I	nodded.	Before	I	had	met	Emma,	Lucy	had	been	one	of	my	few	safe	harbors	in
Dowsford.	We	made	it	a	point	to	have	lunch	or	see	a	movie	together	a	couple	of	times	a
week.

“Grab	lunch?”	I	asked,	thinking	we	could	go	the	Student	Union	or	the	McDonald’s	by
her	house.

“Grand!	McDonalds	or	my	mum’s	cooking,”	she	said,	giving	me	a	hug.

“Okay,	Cinderella,	we	need	to	get	you	home	before	your	dad	comes	after	me	with	a
billy	club.”	Sebastian	said,	grabbing	her.	I	laughed.	Lucy’s	father	was	a	cop	and	had	a	lot
of	fun	intimidating	Sebastian.	They	made	me	smile.	It	reminded	me	of	Heather	and	Kevin
or	Jill	or	David.

Finally,	Geoff	and	I	were	alone.	“Thank	you	for	tonight.	It	was	so	sweet,”	I	told	him,
blissed	out	feeling	truly	happy.

“My	pleasure,”	he	said,	smiling.	Then	taking	my	hand,	he	led	me	to	my	bed	and	turned
on	Emma’s	small	TV.	We	laughed	—	Speed	was	playing.

“Fancy	a	replay?”	Geoff	asked	between	guffaws.

I	just	nodded.	“Like	the	first	time	we	saw	this?”	I	asked	him	when	the	bus	blew	up
behind	Keanu	Reeves.

“How	could	I	forget?	I	couldn’t	concentrate	on	the	movie.	I	was	fantasizing	about
you,”	he	said,	kissing	my	neck.

“Really?”	I	asked,	surprised.



“Really,”	he	said,	looking	at	me	with	dark	eyes.	“I	was	scared	you	would	look	down	at
my	pants.”

I	blushed.	The	times	we	had	made	out,	I	felt	“Captain	Carmichael”	rub	against	me,	but
he	hadn’t	tried	to	push	me	into	anything.	If	Geoff	had	told	me	what	he	was	feeling	during
that	first	night,	I	don’t	think	I	would	have	reacted	that	well.	But	tonight,	I	was	feeling	a
little	more	daring.	Call	it	the	adrenaline	high	I	had,	having	a	boyfriend	who	went	out	of	his
way	to	make	me	happy.

“Show	me,”	I	said.

A	little	surprised,	he	looked	at	me.	“You	promise	to	tell	me	if	things	go	too	far?”

I	nodded,	licking	my	lips.	I	wanted	to	live	in	the	moment	a	little	for	a	change.	We	had
the	room	to	ourselves	for	a	few	hours,	and	I	wanted	to	enjoy	it,	not	watch	Sandra	Bullock
drive	a	bus	through	LA.

He	moved	quickly,	and	before	I	knew	it,	I	was	on	my	back.	He	started	to	kiss	me,
moving	his	hands	up	and	down	my	body.	I	returned	the	favor,	kissing	him	like	my	life
depended	on	it.

Putting	my	hands	under	his	shirt,	I	caressed	his	beautiful	back.	I	couldn’t	get	enough.
Geoff	kept	his	hands	out	of	my	pants	but	hesitated	at	my	shirt.	We	stopped	for	a	minute
and	looked	at	each	other.

“Do	it,”	I	whispered.

Carefully,	he	sat	us	both	up	and	pulled	off	his	shirt.	Breathing	heavily,	he	raised	mine.
Sensing	I	wouldn’t	probably	go	any	further,	he	laid	me	back	down	and	started	to	caress
my	breasts	through	my	bra.	I	could	feel	my	nipples	tightening	with	pleasure.	I	moaned	a
little.	And	that	encouraged	Geoff	to	kiss	the	tops	of	them.

“Shhh.	We	don’t	want	to	wake	anyone.”	He	winked	at	me,	reminding	me	of	the	RAs
who	worked	the	floor.	He	pushed	down	one	of	the	cups,	exposing	me.	Then	he	took	a
breast	in	his	mouth	and	really	started	running	his	tongue	over	my	nipple.



He	worked	some	more	magic	with	my	breasts	until	I	started	to	feel	a	tugging	in	my
center.

“Ahh…”	I	said,	feeling	the	tension	build.

“Feel	that,	Sophie,”	he	said,	continuing	his	assault	on	my	chest.	All	of	a	sudden,
without	any	warning,	the	coil	loosened,	and	I	writhed.	He	kissed	me	to	keep	the	scream	in.

Coming	down,	I	started	to	reach	for	his	zipper	to	make	him	feel	good	as	well.

“No,	darling,”	he	said,	smiling	as	we	cuddled	together.

“I	want	to	make	you	feel	good.”

Laughing,	Geoff	said,	“You	already	did.	Look	down.”

I	saw	that	he	had	a	small	dark	spot	on	his	pants	now.	“Oh,”	I	said,	the	realization
dawning	on	me.	I	had	made	Geoff	Carmichael	come	in	his	pants.	I	couldn’t	help	but	feel	a
little	smug.

“I	wish	we	were	older	and	could	spend	the	night	together,”	he	said,	stroking	my

back.

“Me,	too.”	I	rubbed	circles	on	his	chest,	feeling	mellow.	I	loved	looking	at	his	beautiful
body.	He	could	be	a	male	model,	I	thought.

He	held	me	closer,	while	the	movie	finished	in	the	background.	I	couldn’t	believe	that
what	we	had	done	had	taken	up	the	majority	of	the	movie.	I	could	see	why	Jill	and	Emma
were	so	into	sex.	If	sex	was	anything	like	this,	I	could	easily	become	addicted.

Geoff’s	Perspective

I	couldn’t	believe	we	had	just	done	that.	Given	Sophie’s	views	on	sex	in	general,	I
didn’t	think	we	would	ever	get	this	far	while	in	secondary	school.	I	didn’t	like	it,	but	I



understood	it.	Frankly,	given	the	way	Sophie	kissed,	I	wasn’t	about	to	screw	around	with
another	girl.	The	way	she	reacted	in	our	make-out	session	and	made	me	feel,	I	would
gladly	have	that	instead	of	sex	with	any	random	girl.

It	killed	me	that	she	was	going	away	in	the	summer.	She	still	hadn’t	heard	from	Oxford
or	Kingston	yet,	but	I	hoped	she	hear	something	by	Christmas	so	that	I	could	persuade	her
to	stay.	Unlike	with	Vivienne,	I	could	see	myself	staying	with	her	in	University	and
beyond.	In	fact,	given	half	a	chance,	I	would	have	proposed	to	her	yesterday.

I	wanted	to	tell	her	that	I	loved	her	but	was	waiting	for	the	right	time.	I	wanted	to	do
something	special	and	had	been	working	with	Emma	on	a	way	to	tell	her.	Maybe	now	was
the	right	time,	I	mused.

“Sophie,”	I	said,	stroking	her	hair.	There	was	no	sound.	Looking	down	I	realized	that
she	was	asleep.	I	caressed	her	face,	reached	down,	and	grabbed	our	clothes.	It	was	now
close	to	lights	out,	so	I	had	to	leave,	but	I	didn’t	want	to	leave	her	half	nude.	Gently
moving	her	aside,	I	got	up	and	buttoned	my	shirt,	leaving	the	tail	out.	People	didn’t	need
to	see	the	mess	I	had	made	over	myself.

“Sophie,	love,”	I	said,	shaking	her	awake.

“Geoff,”	she	mumbled.	“I	love	you.”

One	of	Sophie’s	more	endearing	traits	was	that	she	talked	in	her	sleep.	During	our	trip
to	Paris,	I	had	gotten	some	interesting	insights	about	her.	This	was	one	of	them.

“Sophie,”	I	said,	again	kissing	her	on	the	lips.	Her	eyes	fluttered	open.

“Geoff,”	she	said	in	surprise,	sitting	up.

“Darling,	I	have	to	go.	It’s	almost	lights	out.	You	need	to	put	your	shirt	back	on.”

Rubbing	the	sleep	out	of	her	eyes,	she	sat	up	and	took	her	blouse.	“Good	night,”	she
said	shyly,	looking	like	she	wanted	to	say	more.

“Good	night,	Sophie,”	I	said,	kissing	her	gently	on	the	lips	again.	I	left	her	dorm	room
with	a	giant	smile	on	my	face.	It	had	been	a	fabulous	night.	Sophie’s	joy	over



Thanksgiving	made	everything	we	did	worth	it.	That	was	the	amazing	thing	about	her	—
you	didn’t	need	to	buy	Sophie	a	lot	of	crap.	She	just	wanted	the	gesture.

While	this	trait	was	charming,	it	also	made	it	difficult	to	shop	for	her.	Christmas	was
coming	up,	and	she	was	going	home	to	California.	In	the	past	with	Vivienne,	I	just	needed
to	buy	some	sort	of	bauble.	For	Sophie,	it	wouldn’t	be	that	simple.	I	wanted	it	to	be
special.	I	had	a	few	weeks	to	go,	but	I	wanted	something	that	would	stand	out.

Pulling	out	a	cigarette,	I	lit	up	stood	puffing	outside.	An	idea	occurred	to	me	at	that
moment.	Our	annual	Christmas	recital	was	coming	up	in	two	weeks,	and	I	had	a	solo
piece.	We	were	allowed	to	put	messages	for	our	loved	ones	in	the	program.	It	was	corny,
but	I	knew	the	perfect	gift	would	be	if	I	included	a	note	in	the	program	telling	her	how
much	she	meant	to	me.	I	could	tell	her	that	I	loved	her	after	the	concert,	in	person.	With
that	in	mind,	I	headed	to	my	room,	hoping	that	Simon	and	my	sister	weren’t	there.



Chapter	14:	Not	A	Peanut’s	Christmas	Concert

Sophie’s	Perspective

It	was	the	evening	of	the	Christmas	concert,	and	vacation	was	just	around	the	corner.
For	the	first	time	in	four	years,	I	was	dreading	leaving	for	California	tomorrow.	The
Carmichaels	were	coming	to	watch	Geoff’s	concert	this	evening,	and	I	had	been	invited	to
sit	with	them.	After	the	concert,	I	was	going	with	them	to	London.	The	plan	was	that	I
would	spend	the	night	at	their	house,	and	Geoff	would	take	me	to	the	airport	the	following
day.	Then,	he	would	rejoin	his	family	for	the	holidays.	For	the	first	week,	they	were	going
to	Liverpool	to	visit	Duncan’s	family.	Afterward,	Emma	and	Geoff	were	going	skiing	in
Switzerland	with	Simon	for	a	week	until	New	Year’s.

Geoff	had	wanted	me	to	come	with	them,	and	I	was	tempted.	Skiing	was	one	of	the
few	sports	I	could	do	without	causing	bodily	harm	to	myself	or	others.	I	had	gone	with
Lex	and	his	family	a	couple	of	times	to	Lake	Tahoe.	But,	again,	for	obvious	reasons,	I
wasn’t	joining	them	on	this	trip.	For	one	thing,	I	couldn’t	afford	it,	and	I	was	not	about	to
let	Geoff	pay	for	me.	Second,	I	really	wanted	and	needed	to	spend	time	with	my	dad.	I’d
had	a	nightmare	the	other	night	that	made	no	sense,	but	I	had	woken	up	in	a	panic	with	the
urge	to	call	Dad	and	make	sure	he	was	okay.

However,	that	didn’t	change	the	fact	that	I	was	nervous	about	Geoff	and	me	being
separated	for	the	first	time	since	we	started	dating.	I	guess	this	was	some	sort	of	mini-test
for	us.	If	we	decided	to	try	the	long-distance	thing,	we	would	face	much	longer
separations,	so	this	would	be	a	preview	of	things	to	come.	However,	Vivienne	was	also
going	on	the	trip,	and	rumors	were	flying	that	she	was	having	problems	with	Stas.	I	kept
thinking	back	to	my	conversation	with	Jill	after	Vivienne	confronted	me.

Sighing	to	myself,	I	knew	I	had	to	trust	Geoff	if	the	long-distance	thing	was	going	to
work.	I	looked	around	my	room	and	made	sure	that	everything	was	packed	for	my	trip.	I
wasn’t	taking	much	because	I	kept	most	of	my	clothes	back	home.	That	meant	I	was
taking	only	my	dad’s	army	bag	with	my	schoolbooks	and	a	few	clothes.	I	was	planning	to
buy	presents	for	my	family	and	friends	when	I	got	back	home	to	California.	I	had	already
purchased	a	gift	for	Mary	and	her	husband	that	I	would	give	them	during	my	layover	in
Florida.	Emma	had	my	present	to	Mr.	and	Mrs.	Carmichael	and	her	grandparents.	I	was
hoping	to	give	Geoff	my	gift	this	evening.	I	gave	Emma	her	earrings	and	already	let	her
open	them	so	she	could	wear	them	to	the	concert	tonight.

“Sophie,	we	have	to	get	ready,”	Emma	said,	coming	into	our	room.	I	nodded	and	rolled
my	eyes	at	the	thought	of	playing	“Dress	Up	Sophie”	again,	but	I	had	to	admit	that	Emma



was	a	style	genius.	She	could	make	anyone	look	beautiful,	including	me.	For	this	evening,
I	had	actually	splurged	a	little.	A	couple	of	weeks	earlier,	Emma	had	taken	me	to	a
consignment	shop	to	look	at	dresses.	We	had	a	found	a	dark-green	number	with	a	scoop
neck	and	chiffon	skirt,	and	I	still	had	my	silver	wrap	from	the	fall.	With	a	new	pair	of
black	and	silver	heels,	I	was	set.

She	and	I	got	ready	together	while	talking	about	Christmas	and	how	excited	we	both
were	to	see	our	families.	Then	we	got	around	to	New	Year’s,	and	my	hands	started
shaking	a	little.

“Sophie,	what’s	going	on?”

“To	be	honest,	and	I	know	I’m	overreacting,	but	I’m	really	worried	about	what’s	going
to	happen	when	you	all	go	away	to	Switzerland.”

“Whatever	for?”	Emma	looked	at	me,	and	then	it	clicked.	“You’re	worried	about
Vivienne.”

I	nodded,	ashamed	about	this	vulnerable	part	of	me.	I	didn’t	like	this	feeling,	but

I	suspected	I	was	going	to	have	it	a	lot	next	year.	It	made	me	wonder	how	we	were
going	to	survive	this	separation	as	a	couple.

“Sophie,	don’t	worry	about	her.	I	know	my	brother.	He	would	never	hurt	you.	You’re
too	important	for	him	to	screw	this	up.”

“I	know,	but	it’s	hard	to	get	beyond	sometimes,”	I	said,	choking	up	a	little,	thinking
about	the	past.

“You	love	him,”	Emma	stated.	It	was	not	a	question,	but	a	fact.

I	nodded	and	said,	“And	if	you	tell	him,	I	will	kill	you.”

She	giggled	and	threw	her	willowy	arms	around	me.	“Don’t	worry.	Your	secret	is	safe
with	me.	Now,	let’s	finish	getting	ready.”

Jill	came	over,	and	Emma	worked	her	magic	as	only	she	could	and	produced	two



incredibly	beautiful	girls,	her	and	Jill,	and	one	who	wouldn’t	get	arrested	by	the	ugly
police,	me.

Pleased	with	the	results,	I	was	putting	in	my	contacts,	bopping	to	the	Jackson	5’s

“Santa	Claus	Is	Coming	to	Town,”	when	there	was	a	knock	on	the	door.	Thinking	it
was	Jill	coming	back	with	her	hair	curler,	I	continued	belting	it	out	with	little	Michael
Jackson.

“Nice	moves.”	I	heard	a	familiar	velvet	voice	behind	me.	Looking	up	into	the	vanity
mirror	and	hoping	it	was	just	Geoff,	I	shuddered	when	I	realized	that	a	very	amused	Mr.
and	Mrs.	Carmichael	were	with	him.

Thinking	quickly,	I	said	the	first	thing	that	came	to	mind.	“If	you	think	that	was	great,
you	should	have	let	me	continue.	Elvis’s	‘Blue	Christmas’	was	next.”

Mr.	Carmichael	burst	out	laughing.	“Sophie,	it’s	good	to	see	you	again.”

“Yes,	thanks	for	keeping	our	son	on	his	toes,”	Mrs.	Carmichael	said,	her	smile	going
up	to	her	eyes.	They	both	walked	over	and	hugged	me.

“We	thought	we’d	have	a	cup	of	tea	before	the	show	and	wanted	to	invite	you,”

Mr.	Carmichael	said	warmly.

Emma	nodded.

“Sure.	Sounds	great!”	I	said,	still	a	little	red	from	being	surprised.

“Wonderful!	We’ll	meet	you	in	the	tearoom,”	Mrs.	Carmichael	said.	“Geoff	can	escort
you	down.”

“My	pleasure,	Mum.”	He	said,	smiling	and	kissing	my	head.

“Emma,	let’s	say	hello	to	Simon	before	he	makes	his	phone	call,”	Duncan	suggested.	I
noticed	both	he	and	Imogen	shuddered	slightly	when	they	mentioned	her	boyfriend,	aka
Satan’s	Spawn,	as	I	fondly	referred	to	him.	Satan’s	Spawn	had	to	speak	with	his	parents	so
we	wouldn’t	see	him	until	the	concert.



As	soon	as	they	left	the	room,	I	punched	Geoff	on	the	shoulder	and	glared	at	him.
“Thanks	for	the	warning,	Carmichael.”

Geoff	laughed.	“Walker,	I’m	impressed.	I	didn’t	know	you	could	move	like	that.”

I	laughed,	too.

He	grinned	and	hugged	me	close.	Then	he	pulled	something	from	his	suit	jacket.	He
looked	amazing	in	his	charcoal-gray	suit	and	maroon	tie.

“This	is	for	you,	love,”	he	said.	“Your	program.	I	had	some	special	ones	made	up	for
my	family	members.	Don’t	open	it	until	the	recital,	please.”

Nodding,	I	took	the	envelope	from	him,	noticing	the	rich	feel	of	the	paper.	“I	can’t
wait.	Geoff,	it’s	going	to	be	amazing.	You’re	a	fantastic	musician.”

“Thanks,	darling,”	he	said,	kissing	me	lightly.	“You	look	smashing,	by	the	way.	I	wish
we	had	a	little	more	time,	but	we	need	to	get	to	the	tea	room	before	my	mum	and	Emma
come	back	to	protect	your	virtue,”	he	added	with	a	wiggle	of	his	eyebrows.

Smirking,	I	looked	at	him	coyly	and	asked,	“What	makes	you	think	I	have	any	virtue
left?	Remember,	you’ve	never	seen	me	at	home.	For	all	you	know,	I	could	be	a	hot
number.”

His	eyebrows	nearly	reached	his	hairline	with	that	one.	Taking	pity,	I	winked	at	him.
“Gotcha!	Next	time,	warn	me.”

“Why?	This	was	more	fun,”	he	said,	kissing	me	hard	and	pushing	me	into	the	wall.	We
got	lost	in	the	moment,	but	I	broke	it	this	time.

“Shit,	Geoff!	It’s	almost	five!”	I	shouted,	looking	at	the	clock	and	then	into	the	mirror.
Crap,	I	thought,	my	makeup	was	all	screwed	up.	Geoff	started	to	laugh	as	I	ran	to	my
vanity	and	grabbed	the	lipstick.

“Shut	up,	Geoff.	Your	sister	is	going	to	kill	us	both,”	I	said,	tossing	a	cotton	ball	at



him.

“Why	me?”	he	asked,	swatting	the	piece	of	white	fluff	away.

“Who	do	you	think	she’s	going	to	blame	for	my	ruined	makeup?”

Geoff	paled	and	handed	me	a	brush,	confirming	that	Mr.	Cocky	was	afraid	of	his	little
sister.

Five	minutes	and	a	few	touchups	later,	Geoff	escorted	me	to	the	tearoom.	“Have	fun,
love,	and	remember	—	don’t	open	the	program	until	the	concert,”	he	said,	kissing	me
gently	on	the	lips.

“How	lovely,”	a	voice	sneered	behind	us.	We	looked	up	to	find	Vivienne	glaring

at	us.

“Vivienne,”	we	both	said	in	unison.

“Enjoy	it	while	you	can,	Yank,”	she	smirked.

“I	usually	do,”	I	replied,	giving	her	my	brightest	smile.

Stas	walked	up	to	her	and	said,	“Vivienne,	enough.”

Huffing,	she	walked	off.

“Sorry,”	he	said	to	me,	sounding	like	he	meant	it.	After	glancing	at	Geoff,	he	took	off
after	his	girlfriend.

“God,	I	hope	that	isn’t	a	bad	omen,”	I	muttered.

“I	wish	I	could	go	in	with	you,”	Geoff	said,	realizing	that	both	Vivienne	and	Stas	were
now	in	the	tearoom.



“Don’t	worry.	I’ve	been	with	dealing	Vivienne	for	years,”	I	reminded	him.	He	winced,
probably	realizing	that	if	I	had	been	with	a	boy	at	this	time	last	year,	he	would	have	been
joining	in	with	his	ex.	“Geoff,	I	can	handle	it.	The	only	thing	I	want	you	to	do	is	focus	on
your	concert	tonight.”

“Thanks,	my	darling.”

“By	the	way,	here	you	go,”	I	said,	handing	him	a	small	box.	I	had	another	gift	for	him,
but	I	thought	he	might	like	this	one	for	his	concert.

Curious,	he	took	the	box	and	shook	it.	“Don’t	shake	it	—	open	it,”	I	teased.

Geoff	opened	the	box	and	pulled	out	the	tie	clip	and	cufflinks	I	had	made	for	him.
They	were	mixed	silver	and	gold	with	treble	signs	before	and	after	his	initials.

“I	love	them,”	he	said,	giving	me	another	quick	kiss.

“Glad	to	hear	it,”	I	said,	relieved.

Waving	goodbye	to	him,	I	stepped	into	the	tearoom	and	immediately	saw	Emma.
Walking	to	the	table,	I	felt	something	hit	my	shin	and	noticed	the	floor	was	coming	up	to
my	face	at	an	alarming	rate.

“Oomph,”	I	said	as	I	landed	on	my	left	side,	pain	shooting	up	my	rib	cage.

“Sophie,	darling,	really,	you	should	practice	with	high	heels,”	Vivienne	drawled,
cackling.

“Sophie,	are	you	okay?”	Emma	asked,	helping	me	up.

I	nodded	and	realized	that	the	entire	restaurant	was	silent	and	staring	me.	I	wasn’t	hurt,
just	mortified.

“You	bitch,”	Emma	hissed	at	Vivienne.	At	this	point,	both	Mr.	and	Mrs.	Carmichael
had	come	over	to	make	sure	I	was	okay.



“Emma,	I’m	sure	it	was	an	accident,”	I	said	sweetly,	knowing	that	I	was	about	two
minutes	from	repeating	the	first	week	of	school.	My	fists	were	itching.	It	took	all	my	self-
control	not	to	create	a	Jerry	Springer	moment	and	toss	Vivienne	on	her	ass	again.

“Right,	Emma.	An	accident,”	Vivienne	snickered.

Stas	and	an	older	couple,	that	I	assumed	were	Vivienne’s	parents,	looked	like	they
wanted	the	floor	to	open	up.	Duncan	and	Imogen	looked	like	they	wanted	to	kill	her.	I	was
just	thankful	that	Geoff	didn’t	see	it.

“Exactly.	Just	like	when	you	forgot	to	lock	Mr.	Radcliffe’s	office,	right,	Vivienne?”	I
asked,	still	smiling	sweetly.	Everyone	knew	the	scandal	that	Vivienne	had	caused	with

Mr.	Radcliffe,	including	her	parents.	Stas’	ears	perked	up	on	that	one.	I	guessed	he	was
one	of	the	few	people	who	hadn’t	heard	that	story.

Vivienne	glared	at	me.	Ignoring	her,	I	asked	Emma	if	we	still	had	enough	time	for	tea.
As	gracefully	as	possible,	I	walked	over	to	the	table	with	her	and	her	parents.

“Sophie,	that	was	a	nasty	fall,”	Mr.	Carmichael	said.	“Do	you	want	to	go	to	the
infirmary?”

“No	thanks,	Mr.	Carmichael.	I’ve	had	worse.”	I	helped	myself	to	a	cup	of	tea.	I	refused
to	let	Vivienne	ruin	my	evening.	It	wasn’t	the	first	time	she	had	tripped	me,	and	I	was	sure
it	wouldn’t	be	the	last	time	she	tried.	I	was	aware	of	her	glowering	at	me	throughout
teatime,	but	for	the	most	part,	I	was	able	to	focus	on	the	Carmichaels	and	enjoy	their
company.

“Sophie,	I	can’t	tell	you	how	happy	we	are	that	you	are	seeing	Geoff,	darling,”	Mrs.
Carmichael	said,	putting	her	hand	on	mine.	“You	are	a	breath	of	fresh	air.	Seeing	Geoff	so
carefree	is	truly	wonderful.”

“Imogen,	you’re	making	the	poor	girl	uncomfortable,”	Duncan	said,	putting	me	out	of
my	misery.

Emma	excused	herself	for	a	moment	to	go	the	restroom.



“No,	I’m	fine,	Mr.	Carmichael.	Thanks,	Mrs.	Carmichael,”	I	said	in	response	to	their
lingering	concern	as	I	sipped	my	tea.

“Please	call	us	Duncan	and	Imogen,	Sophie.	Seriously,	we’re	glad	that	Geoff	got	to
know	you	better.	His	choice	of	friends	hasn’t	always	been	the	best,”	Duncan	commented
dryly.

I	frowned	for	a	moment,	not	sure	what	to	say	to	that.	Imogen	explained,	“You	see,	both
Emma	and	Geoff	have	had	sheltered	lives,	Sophie,	always	seeing	the	same	people.
They’re	both	great	kids,	but	they’ve	had	a	limited	amount	of	exposure	to	others.”

“We’re	both	glad	they	befriended	you	or,	rather,	you	befriended	them.	They	need	to
know	people	outside	of	our	immediate	circle,”	Duncan	said.

“I’m	sorry,	you	got	me,”	I	asked,	definitely	uncomfortable	now,	wondering	what	the
hell	they	meant.	“They’ve	had	limited	exposure	to	poor	people?”

Duncan	and	Imogen	looked	at	each	for	a	moment,	horrified,	and	then	laughed.

“Sophie,	I’m	so	sorry.	I	just	realized	how	horrid	that	sounded.	No,	darling,	people	with
tenacity,”	Duncan	explained.	“You	took	an	opportunity	and	traveled	halfway	around	the
world	to	make	it	happen.	That	took	a	lot	of	courage.”

“To	be	honest,	coming	here	scared	the	daylights	out	of	me.	For	the	first	year	and	a	half,
I	just	wanted	to	go	home.”

“Sophie,	did	Geoff	ever	tell	you	about	my	background?”	he	asked.

“Yes,	you	were	a	scholarship	student	at	Oxford.”

He	took	a	sip	of	tea.	“Quite	right.	I	arrived,	and	everyone	made	it	known	that	I	was
from	a	poor	background.	Imogen	was	the	first	kind	person	I	met	there.”

“Duncan	was	the	first	person	I’d	ever	met	who	didn’t	have	a	connection	to	someone	or
some	family,”	Imogen	explained.	They	exchanged	a	look	of	happiness	and	contentment.



I	started	to	blush	a	little.

“The	first	thing	that	impressed	me	was	his	passion	and	humility,”	Imogen	continued.
“You	two	are	similar,	Sophie.	That	is	what	we	meant,	Sophie,	when	we	said	we’re	happy
that	our	children	met	you.	You	have	something	to	talk	about	other	than	the	latest	football
players	or	fashion	plates.”

“What	does	Sophie	have	to	say?”	Emma	asked,	as	she	took	her	seat	again.

“That	Geoff’s	concert	is	starting,”	Duncan	said,	putting	some	bills	on	the	table	and
effectively	ending	the	conversation.

“Quite	right,”	Emma	agreed,	grabbing	my	arm.	“Come	now,	Geoff	will	be	furious	if
we	miss	his	recital.”

A	little	overwhelmed,	I	linked	my	arm	with	hers,	and	we	made	our	way	to	the	concert
hall.	I	was	looking	forward	to	the	recital,	having	heard	him	play	during	practice.	Geoff
was	an	amazing	pianist.	If	he	weren’t	so	passionate	about	business,	I	would	have
wondered	if	he	was	missing	his	calling.	Geoff	had	gotten	us	orchestra	seats.

The	lights	dimmed,	and	the	concert	began.	The	choice	of	music	was	Handel’s

“Messiah.”	Geoff	was	going	to	start	the	concert	with	a	small	solo.	I	pulled	out	the
program	and	started	thumbing	through	it.	Lucy	was	playing	the	cello	tonight,	so	her
biography	was	also	posted.	Since	her	last	name	was	Crawford,	her	profile	was	next	to

Geoff’s.	Pretending	I	had	a	touch	of	self-control,	I	read	through	her	bio	before	reading
Geoff’s.

Turning	the	page,	I	saw	Geoff’s	picture.	It	was	a	beautiful	photo	of	him	in	black	and
white.	I’ll	have	to	cut	this	out	and	put	it	in	on	my	corkboard,	I	thought,	touching	it.
Heather	would	die	when	she	saw	it.	Getting	over	my	lust,	I	started	to	read	the	biography.

“Son	of	Duncan	and	Imogen	Carmichael,	Geoff	has	participated	in	the	Dowsford
Musical	program	since	his	entry	to	the	secondary	school.	In	addition	to	his	activities	for
the	musical	society,	Mr.	Carmichael	is	an	honor	student	and	plays	for	the	school	polo
team.	He	also	is	a	member	of	the	student	council	and	French	honour	society.	Mr.
Carmichael	will	be	attending	Oxford	University	next	fall	to	read	in	Business	and	Law.	He
credits	his	family	for	instilling	his	values.	Special	messages:	To	my	parents	and	sister,



thank	you	for	always	supporting	me.	To	my	wonderful	girlfriend,	Sophie,	thank	you	for
inspiring	me	to	be	a	better	person.	I	love	you!	~G

Blinking,	I	reread	that	inscription	twice,	shocked,	realizing	why	he	wanted	me	to	wait.
“He	wanted	to	surprise	you,”	Emma	nudged	me.	Duncan	and	Imogen	looked	at	us,	having
seen	what	was	written	in	the	program.

“He	accomplished	that,”	I	whispered	back,	looking	at	him.	Geoff	was	playing,	his
posture	reflecting	the	intensity	of	the	piece.

We	listened	to	the	concert	as	I	sat	dumbfounded.	This	was	the	most	perfect	gift	he
could	have	given	me.	I	loved	him,	too.	I	really	did.	I	couldn’t	wait	to	tell	him	after	the
performance.	While	we	sat	there,	I	realized	that	this	was	the	first	time	in	my	entire	life	that
I	wasn’t	excited	for	the	Christmas	break.	I	felt	horribly	guilty	and	sad.

The	guilt	was	that	while	I	truly	missed	my	dad	and	friends,	I	wanted	to	be	with	Geoff
more.	I	would	miss	Geoff	as	much	as	I	would	have	missed	breathing	and	eating.	Next	year
was	going	to	suck.	Pushing	down	the	negative	thoughts,	I	watched	him	play.

Since	I	would	be	spending	the	night	with	the	Carmichaels,	I	hoped	maybe	Geoff	and	I
could	have	a	small	repeat	of	Thanksgiving.	I	wasn’t	ready	for	sex,	but	I	was	ready	to	fool
around.	We	hadn’t	had	the	chance	to	do	anything	like	that,	due	to	his	practice	and	my
work/study	schedule.	But	tonight,	the	only	thing	we	had	to	do	was	have	dinner	and,
hopefully,	a	little	of	each	other.

The	rest	of	the	concert	passed,	and	the	lights	came	on.	The	players	made	their	way	to
the	audience.	Geoff	came	up	to	us	with	a	sheepish	look	on	his	face.

“Darling,	that	was	wonderful,”	Imogen	said,	kissing	her	son	on	his	cheek.

“Beautiful,	Geoff!	You	will	have	to	play	that	for	your	grandparents,”	Duncan	said,
clapping	his	son’s	back.

“Don’t	look	at	me!”	Emma	said.	“I’m	not	going	to	make	that	head	of	yours	any
bigger.”

Geoff	just	smirked	at	his	sister	and	looked	at	me	with	a	vulnerable	expression,	like	he



expected	me	to	stomp	on	his	feelings.

“That	was	a	beautiful	concert.	You	might	want	to	rethink	your	major,”	I	suggested,
kissing	his	cheek	and	adding	quietly	in	his	ear,	“and	I	love	the	message	and	you.”

“Thank	you,	Sophie,”	he	said,	kissing	my	hand,	his	beautiful	turquoise	eyes	sparkling.
I	couldn’t	have	asked	for	a	better	present.

“Okay,	children,	let’s	get	your	bags,	and	we	can	start	off	to	London,”	Duncan	said.

Emma	and	I	walked	to	our	dorm	to	get	our	bags.	Rather,	I	grabbed	my	army	duffel,
and	Emma	readied	her	set	of	Louis	Vuitton	luggage.	Simon	and	Geoff	stepped	in	to	help.
With	one	last	look	at	the	dorm	room,	I	grabbed	some	mail	off	of	the	table	that	I	needed	to
read	and	locked	up,	feeling	apprehensive.	Then	we	hefted	everything	downstairs.	For
some	reason,	I	couldn’t	shake	the	feeling	that	something	would	happen	soon.

I	smiled	and	kissed	Geoff	as	he	helped	me	into	the	car.

He	gave	me	the	trademark	Carmichael	grin,	as	the	car	started,	heading	towards
London.	Unlike	the	last	time	I’d	seen	the	Carmichaels,	I	wasn’t	as	uncomfortable	on	the
drive.	We	had	a	pleasant	conversation	all	the	way	down,	the	anxiety	from	teatime
forgotten.	Even	Simon	was	pleasant,	with	no	snide	comments	for	a	change,	which	was	a
good	thing,	since	it	was	a	three-and-a-half	hour	trip.	I	couldn’t	guarantee	that	my	good
manners	would	last	through	the	duration	if	he	behaved	as	his	usual	snotty	self.	In	fact,	he
was	the	exact	opposite.	He	was	looking	at	me	in	a	way	that	was	almost	appreciative.	I
didn’t	find	it	appropriate,	given	he	was	dating	my	best	friend,	and	I	was	dating	his
roommate.

Duncan	and	Imogen	decided	we	would	stop	for	dinner	in	Northampton	at	the	Crowell
Cottage	Inn.	It	was	snowing	heavily	when	we	arrived.	“I	hope	the	snow	isn’t	too	bad
tomorrow,”	I	told	Emma,	worried	that	my	flight	might	get	cancelled.

Geoff	heard	me	and	whispered	into	my	ear.	“I	hope	it	is,”	he	said	suggestively.

“Geoff,”	I	giggled,	slapping	at	him.	Yup,	I,	Sophie	Walker,	was	now	officially	a



giggler.	God	help	me.

Emma	smiled,	and	Simon	frowned.	Geez,	I	thought,	what’s	his	problem?	It’s	not	like	I
hadn’t	seen	Emma	do	worse	with	him.

“Come	children,”	Imogen	said.	Duncan	was	patiently	holding	the	door	open	for

us.

Emma	grabbed	my	hand	and	we	raced	inside.

“Wow,”	I	breathed.

This	restaurant	wasn’t	extravagant	by	any	stretch	of	the	imagination,	but	it	was	really
lovely.	With	its	thick	plaster	walls	and	wood	trim,	it	captured	the	Old	English	feel	I	had
expected	when	I	first	moved	here.	The	tables	and	chairs	matched	the	trim,	and	there	were
dark-stained	chair	guards	on	the	walls.	The	lit	fireplace	added	old	world	charm.	The	entire
room	had	a	holiday	feel	with	a	garland	and	Christmas	lights	hanging	from	the	ceiling’s
wood	beams,	and	a	fully	decorated	Christmas	tree	in	the	center.	

	The	white	table	cloths	were	accented	by	Christmas	wreaths	surrounding	red	pillar
candles	as	centerpieces.	Everything	captured	the	holiday	spirit	brilliantly.	My	fingers
itched	to	draw	it,	and	I	regretted	not	bringing	my	bag	so	that	I	could	sketch.	Emma	had	her
camera,	so	maybe	I	could	convince	her	to	take	a	picture.

Geoff	and	Duncan	pulled	out	chairs	for	Imogen	and	me.	I	started	to	sit	down	but	then
realized	that	Emma	was	looking	at	Simon	expecting	him	to	do	the	same	for	her.	She	stood
there	a	moment,	until	she	realized	he	wasn’t	going	to.	Sighing,	she	sat	down.	Duncan	and
Imogen	exchanged	a	glance.	Simon	was	either	oblivious	or	just	didn’t	care.

Wanting	to	avoid	a	confrontation,	because	I	thought	Emma	was	about	to	cry,	I	asked,
“So,	have	you	been	here	before?”

“Yes,	we	stop	here	every	year	before	going	to	school,”	Emma	replied,	looking	relieved.

“It’s	a	family	tradition,”	Imogen	explained.	“My	father	used	to	take	us	here	before
dropping	us	off.”



“Ah,”	I	said,	remembering	that	Imogen	was	also	a	Dowsford	alumnus.	Duncan	had
gone	to	a	public	school	near	his	childhood	home	in	Liverpool.

The	rest	of	dinner	went	smoothly	until	the	host	came	over	to	the	table.	“Mr.

Carmichael,	I’m	sorry	to	inform	you	that	they	just	shut	down	the	M1,”	he	said.

The	snow	storm	was	now	a	full	blizzard.	My	flight,	I	thought,	putting	down	my	fork
and	knife.	I	lost	my	appetite	when	I	remembered	I	had	only	about	thirty	British	pounds
and	twenty	American	dollars	on	me.	Definitely	not	enough	for	a	room.

“I	set	aside	some	rooms	for	you	and	your	party,”	the	host	said.

“Thank	you,”	Duncan	replied.	“That	would	be	lovely.	My	son	and	I	will	get	the	bags
from	the	car.”

“Please	excuse	me,”	I	said	standing	as	soon	as	Geoff	and	Duncan	got	up.	The	desk
clerk	confirmed	that	a	room	would	be	at	least	150	British	pounds	for	the	evening.

“My	father	lives	in	the	States.	Could	he	wire	the	money	here?”	I	asked	the	clerk,
whose	nameplate	read	‘Tilly’.

“There’s	a	Western	Union	in	the	gas	station	next	door,	luv,”	she	said.	“But	be	careful
—	the	sidewalks	get	slick	fast	here.”

Great,	I	thought.	Tilly	directed	me	to	a	payphone	in	the	lobby.	I	grabbed	the	train
schedule	from	the	desk	and	walked	to	the	phone.	Praying	that	my	dad	was	home,	I	called
collect.	I	was	out	of	phone	cards	and	didn’t	have	a	choice.	Listening	to	the	ringtone,	I
heard	the	answering	machine	pick	up.	“Shit,”	I	hissed,	slamming	down	the	receiver.

“Sophia?”	Simon	asked,	coming	over.	“Bad	news?”

“I	can’t	get	my	dad	on	the	phone,”	I	said,	lifting	the	handset	and	calling	the	airline	to
see	if	my	flight	was	cancelled.	At	least	they	had	toll-free	numbers.



“Why	do	you	need	to	call	him?”	he	asked,	blocking	the	phone	booth	and	crossing	his
arms.

“I	only	have	about	thirty	pounds	on	me,	and	the	room	is	150,	and	I	don’t	have	a	credit
card.	I	need	him	to	wire	some	money	over.”	Thank	God,	I	thought,	the	airline	picked	up
and	confirmed	that	my	flight	was	still	on.	It	was	leaving	at	10:00	a.m.	tomorrow	so	I	could
make	it	if	I	hit	the	5:00	a.m.	train.	I	would	be	fine.	Okay,	I	thought,	I	just	need	to	call	Dad.

“I	could	lend	you	the	money,”	he	said,	putting	his	hand	on	my	shoulder	in	a	“casual”
manner.

“Why	would	you	do	that?”	I	asked,	coldly	pushing	his	hand	away.

“Christmas	spirit,”	he	smirked,	leering	at	me.

“You	know,	Simon?”	I	said,	setting	the	receiver	in	the	cradle.	“I’m	going	to	assume
that	your	dumb	ass	had	too	much	wine	with	dinner	and	that	you	meant	this	as	a	kind
gesture,	since	you’re	dating	my	roommate	and	good	friend.”

Simon	paled	for	a	moment	and	was	about	to	say	something	when	Geoff	walked

up.

“There	you	are,”	he	said,	kissing	my	forehead.	The	rest	of	the	Carmichaels	were	over
in	reception	checking	in.

“Yup,	just	calling	home,”	I	said,	redialing	the	number.

“Why?”	Geoff	asked.

“I	need	for	my	dad	to	wire	me	some	money,”	I	replied.	Thankfully,	someone	answered
this	time.	I	heard	a	civilized	British	accent	ask	my	dad	if	he	wanted	to	accept	charges	from
a	Sophie	Walker.

“Sophie?”	my	dad	asked.	“Everything	okay?”



“Hi,	Daddy.	I’m	fine,	but	we’re	having	a	blizzard	here.	My	flight	is	still	on,	but	I’m
stuck	here	for	the	night.”

“Okay.	You	at	a	motel,	baby?”

“Yeah,	but	I	don’t	have	enough	money	for	a	room.”

“Do	you	have	the	phone	number?”

I	recited	the	number	off	the	card	I	had	grabbed	from	the	front	desk.

“Okay,	Sophie.	This	is	what	I	want	you	do.	You	go	up	to	the	front	desk	and	wait.	I’ll
call	and	give	them	my	credit	card	information.	See	you	tomorrow,	baby.”

“Thanks,	Daddy.	Love	you	and	miss	you,”	I	said,	hanging	up.

“Why	didn’t	you	say	something?”	Geoff	asked,	looking	hurt.	“My	parents	could	have
helped	you.”

“Geoff,	you	know	how	I	feel	about	taking	other	people’s	money.”

“Sophie,	what	were	you	going	to	do	if	you	didn’t	reach	your	dad?	Spend	the	night	in
the	lobby?”

I	looked	away	because	that	had	been	Plan	B,	or	else	find	a	less	expensive	place	to	stay.
That	option	was	less	likely,	given	it	was	Christmas	and	the	roads	were	iced	over.	“I	need
to	get	to	the	desk,”	I	said,	confirming	his	thoughts.

“You	need	to	learn	to	accept	help,”	Geoff	said	quietly.	“You	could	have	been	in	serious
trouble.”

“I	know,”	I	replied,	realizing	I	could	save	myself	a	lot	of	grief	if	I	learned	to	swallow
my	pride.	I	didn’t	mention	to	him	that	his	roommate	was	one	of	those	people	causing	me
grief.	It	wasn’t	worth	it,	and	Simon	was	always	messing	around	with	me.



“Promise	me	that	you	will	consider	letting	me	help	you	if	you	need	help,”	Geoff	said,
drawing	circles	on	my	back	with	his	fingers.

I	nodded.	“If	I	can	pay	you	back,	I	promise	to	ask	for	help.”

“A	favor	is	a	favor,	Sophie.	Remember	that,	love.	If	I	can	make	your	life	easier,	that’s
what	I	want	to	do,”	he	told	me,	kissing	my	head.

The	phone	rang	at	the	front	desk,	and	the	clerk	picked	it	up.	She	looked	at	me	and
waved	me	over.	“Yes,	Mr.	Walker,	your	daughter	is	here.	That’s	not	a	problem.	I	would	be
happy	to	run	your	credit	card.”

Duncan	and	Imogen	looked	up,	confused.	He	was	signing	the	bill	for	his	family’s
rooms.	“Sophie’s	father	is	paying	for	her	room,”	Geoff	said.

“Oh,	that’s	not	necessary,”	Imogen	said	and	motioned	the	clerk	to	give	her	the

phone.

“Just	a	moment,	sir,”	Tilly,	the	clerk,	said.	“Here’s	your	key,	dear.”	She	passed	me	an
envelope	for	Room	212	and	gave	the	phone	to	Imogen.

“Mr.	Walker,	this	is	Imogen	Carmichael,	Geoff	and	Emma’s	mother.	Yes,	it’s
wonderful	to	speak	with	you,	too.	Listen,	we’re	happy	to	cover	Sophie’s	room	tonight.	She
got	stuck	here	only	because	we	convinced	her	to	ride	down	with	us.”

I	turned	bright	red.	I	could	hear	him	over	the	phone,	saying,	“No,	that’s	not	necessary,
but	thank	you,	Mrs.	Carmichael.”

“Please	call	me	Imogen.	Okay,	I	will	pass	you	to	Sophie.	I	just	wanted	to	say	what	a
lovely	girl	she	is.”

I	took	the	phone	from	Imogen.	“Well,	sweetie,	your	boyfriend’s	mother	sounds	alright.
Did	you	get	your	room	key?”	my	dad	asked.



“Yeah,	thanks,	Daddy.”

“How	are	you	getting	to	the	airport	tomorrow?”

“Well,	assuming	the	plane	takes	off	as	planned,	I’ll	take	the	train,”	I	said.

“Okay.	Keep	me	posted,	Sophie.	Don’t	worry	about	calling	collect.”

“No	problem,	Daddy.	Listen,	it’s	getting	late	over	here.	I’m	going	to	have	to	catch	the
5	a.m.	train	if	I’m	going	to	make	it	in	time	for	my	plane.”

“Love	you,	honey.	See	you	soon,”	he	told	me.

“Love	you,	too.	Take	it	easy.”

I	handed	the	phone	back	to	the	clerk.	“Thank	you.”	I	took	Geoff’s	hand	and	we	walked
to	the	fireplace	where	everyone	else	had	gathered.

“Sophie,	what	time	is	your	flight	tomorrow?”	Duncan	asked.

“Assuming	it’s	on	time,	it	leaves	at	ten	a.m.	I	think	I’ll	need	to	take	the	train	there.”
Duncan	nodded,	realizing	there	was	no	way	for	him	to	drive	me.

“Can	you	change	your	flight?”	Emma	asked,	frowning.	She	had	been	looking	forward
to	the	extra	time	together.

I	shook	my	head.	“Nonrefundable	ticket,”	I	said	ruefully.

“I	hate	that	you	have	to	get	down	there	by	yourself,”	Emma	pouted,	putting	her	hands
on	her	hips.

“Don’t	worry	about	it,”	I	said,	shrugging	my	shoulders.	“I	do	this	all	the	time.”

“I	still	hate	the	thought	of	you	traveling	by	yourself,	though,”	Imogen	said,	putting	her



arm	around	me.

I	smiled,	not	remembering	the	last	time	my	mother	was	this	concerned	about	me.	Mary
had	always	tended	to	act	more	like	my	friend	than	my	mom.	I	had	to	admit,	this	was	nice.

“You	don’t	have	to,”	Geoff	said,	speaking	up.	“I	can	go	down	with	Sophie	and	meet	up
with	everyone	later.”

“That’s	brilliant,	Geoff!”	Emma	said	to	her	brother.

“Geoff,	I	have	to	leave	here	by	4:45	a.m.,”	I	told	him,	touched	that	he	would	be	willing
to	do	this	for	me.	“I’ve	taken	the	train	since	I	started	at	Dowsford.	Really,	I	can	do	this
blindfolded.”

“Don’t	be	daft.	I	can	sleep	as	much	as	I	want	during	break.	Remember	what	I	said
earlier?”

“Okay.”	I	nodded	because	I	wanted	him	to	come	with	me.

“Okay?	You	mean	I’m	not	going	to	get	an	argument	from	you?”	he	asked,	smirking	at
me.

“Nope,	going	to	be	selfish,”	I	said,	mirroring	his	expression.	“Just	remember	this	was
your	idea,	Mr.	Not-a-Morning	Person.”

He	laughed.	“I’ll	remember.”

“Good,	that’s	settled,”	Duncan	said.	“Assuming	that	your	plane	isn’t	delayed,	Sophie,
we’ll	have	the	car	take	you	and	Geoff	to	the	train	station	tomorrow	morning.”

We	stayed	downstairs	for	a	cup	of	tea.	Then	I	excused	myself	to	get	ready	for	bed.	I
didn’t	think	I’d	get	much	sleep	since	I	would	probably	be	up	half	the	night	obsessing
about	the	weather.	The	3:30	a.m.	wake-up	call	I	had	just	requested	from	the	desk	clerk
would	not	make	for	a	restful	evening.	Getting	comfortable	in	my	room,	I	made	another
cup	of	tea	and	turned	on	the	TV.	Given	the	change	of	situation,	the	replay	of	Thanksgiving
I	was	hoping	for	wasn’t	likely	to	happen.	I	was	disappointed,	but	I	reminded	myself	that
Geoff	and	I	would	get	a	few	extra	hours	alone	in	the	morning.	We	could	be	more



affectionate	then,	since	we	wouldn’t	be	around	a	lot	of	people.

Finding	a	rerun	of	“Friends,”	I	sat	down	with	my	sketchpad	to	recreate	the	dining-
room	scene	from	earlier.	Around	10:30,	I	heard	a	knock	on	the	door.	Putting	down	my
pad,	I	walked	over	and	peeked	out.	My	mouth	dropped	open	when	I	saw	Geoff	standing
there	in	his	pajamas,	carrying	an	overnight	bag.



Chapter	15:	Christmas	Surprises

Sophie’s	Perspective

Geoff	stood	in	his	pajama	glory,	which	apparently	consisted	of	a	Dowsford	t-shirt	and
a	pair	of	sweats.	I	had	never	seen	him	in	his	PJs	before,	not	even	during	that	week	in	Paris.
Given	the	amorous	activity	happening	between	the	other	couples,	we	had	always	made
sure	that	we	were	fully	dressed	before	leaving	the	room.

“You’re	staring,	Sophie,”	Geoff	said	with	a	smirk.

“I	can’t	help	it.	What	are	you	doing	here?!”	I	wondered	if	he	would	be	able	to	stay	for
a	couple	of	hours.	Maybe	a	repeat	of	Thanksgiving	was	possible.

“Well,	to	make	a	long	story	short,	I’m	supposed	to	be	Emma,	and	Emma	is	supposed	to
be	me.”

“Sorry,	you	just	lost	me	there.”

“Emma	wanted	to	spend	the	night	with	Simon,	and	I	wanted	to	spend	the	night	with
you.	She	told	my	parents	that	she	was	going	to	spend	the	night	with	you	so	you	wouldn’t
be	lonely.	My	parents	said	I	should	spend	the	night	with	Simon	so	he	wouldn’t	be	by
himself.	This	way,	my	parents	are	blissfully	ignorant	about	their	children’s	raging
hormones.”	Geoff	looked	rather	pleased	with	himself.

“I	don’t	know,	Geoff,”	I	said,	as	my	goody-two-shoes	side	made	an	appearance.

My	dad	would	have	a	stroke	right	now	if	he	knew	about	this.	There	was	also	the
unwelcome	fact	that	Geoff,	Emma,	or	Simon	hadn’t	asked	me	how	I	felt	about	this
situation.	They	just	assumed	I	would	be	cool	with	it.	It	was	a	little	too	reminiscent	of	our
first	day	in	Paris	when	I	slapped	Simon.	While	I	welcomed	the	opportunity	to	fool	around
with	Geoff,	I	knew	that	his	parents	being	down	the	hall	from	us	would	stop	anything	more
serious.	I	wasn’t	Emma,	and	Geoff	wasn’t	Simon,	and	we	both	thought	having	sex	with
parents	next	door	was	pushing	it.	Plus,	as	much	as	Duncan	and	Imogen	trusted	their	kids
and	expected	them	to	behave	responsibly,	I	don’t	think	they	would	have	been	thrilled	if
they	knew	about	this	little	development.



He	laughed,	I	guess	at	my	naiveté.	“Dear	God,	I	forget	sometimes	how	inexperienced
you	are,”	Geoff	said,	pulling	me	in	for	a	hug.

“Real	nice,	Geoff.”	I	pushed	away	from	him.	I	might	be	inexperienced,	but	I	wasn’t
stupid.	I	knew	Geoff	didn’t	mean	it,	but	sometimes	it	was	almost	condescending	the	way
he	spoke	about	my	inexperience	or	morals.	That	was	thing	about	my	relationship	with
Geoff.	Sometimes,	I	had	a	feeling	there	was	more	going	then	just	teasing.	It	was	like	my
sixth	sense	was	trying	to	tell	me	something.

Geoff’s	Perspective

You	dumb	git	—	she’s	pissed,	I	thought	to	myself.	I	finally	get	a	chance	for	some	alone
time	with	Sophie,	and	I	blow	it	by	making	some	stupid	remark.	“I’m	sorry,	love.	It’s	just
refreshing	that	you…”

“Don’t	have	lot	of	miles	on	my	tires?”	She	raised	her	right	eyebrow	at	me.	Simon
referred	to	it	as	Sophie’s	“bitch	brow”	look.	Crap,	I	thought,	her	sarcasm	was	at	full	blast.
That	was	probably	a	reference	to	the	number	of	miles	on	my	tires.

“No,	that	you	place	more	value	on	yourself.”

She	looked	at	me	for	a	moment.	“I’m	sorry,	Geoff.	I	shouldn’t	have	jumped	down	your
throat	like	that.”

Now	that	was	novel,	Sophie	apologizing	to	me.	I	felt	like	seven	shades	of	shit,	given
the	secret	I	was	keeping	from	her.	For	one	brief	moment,	I	contemplated	telling	her
everything,	but	I	stopped.	She	was	going	away	for	two	weeks,	and	with	that	kind	of
confession,	our	relationship	would	never	survive	the	separation.	I	released	my	breath	and
sucked	up	the	guilt.	It	was	the	coward’s	way	out,	but	I	wanted	this	last	night	to	be	special.

“Sophie,	let	me	tell	you	something.	If	I’d	had	any	idea	what	was	waiting	for	me,	I
would	have	never	put	any	‘miles	on	my	tires.’	Nor	would	I	put	you	in	a	situation	that
you’d	be	uncomfortable	with,”	I	said,	meaning	every	word.

Sophie’s	Perspective

Geoff	was	being	honest	with	me,	his	eyes	shone	with	sincerity.	I	knew	he	had	more



experience	than	I	did	before	we	started	dating.	I	had	promised	myself	to	overlook	that	fact
so	I	wouldn’t	get	lost	in	my	own	insecurity,	and	here	I	was,	breaking	that	promise.	Geoff
had	said	time	and	again	that	I	was	the	only	one	he	wanted.	He	hadn’t	done	anything	to
indicate	otherwise.

Being	jealous	and	insecure	would	cost	me	Geoff	in	the	long	run.	We	wouldn’t	last	a
week,	let	alone	four	years,	if	I	couldn’t	trust	him.	He	had	told	me	that	he	would	never
pressure	me,	and	he	had	always	stopped	when	I	asked	him.	Geoff	was	the	perfect
boyfriend.	That’s	what	I	needed	to	know	and	nothing	else.

“Really,	I’m	sorry,	and	I	don’t	want	to	waste	the	time	we	have	left,”	I	said.	“It’s	not
you.	I	just	hate	flying,	and	the	snow	is	making	me	nervous.”

“You’re	lying,	love.	I	know	it	bothers	you	that	I’ve	been	with	other	girls.	If	I	could
take	it	back,	I	would,”	he	said,	taking	my	hand	and	putting	it	on	his	chest	so	I	could	feel
his	heartbeat.	“You’re	the	only	woman	I	have	ever	said	‘I	love	you’	to	before.”

I	almost	swooned.	“Thank	you,	Geoff.	I	love	you,	too.	This	just	caught	me	off	guard.	I
wasn’t	expecting	you	to	show	up	here	tonight.”

Pulling	me	to	him,	he	kissed	me	again.	“I	probably	should	have	asked	you	beforehand.
Do	you	want	me	to	go	back	to	my	room?	I	will.	I	don’t	want	you	to	be	uncomfortable.”

I	made	a	snap	decision	and	pushed	my	dad’s	shocked	look	out	of	my	mind.	“No.	I	want
this	time	with	you.	Geoff,	please	don’t	leave.	I	love	you,”	I	said,	hugging	him	and	kissing
his	neck.

“Okay,	here’s	the	drill,	since	I’m	sure	you	haven’t	snuck	a	boy	into	your	room	before,”
he	said,	lifting	an	eyebrow,	daring	me	to	contradict	him.

“Okay,	chief.	How	should	I	handle	the	Great	Roommate	Swap	of	1995?”

Looking	at	me,	he	picked	me	up,	threw	me	on	the	bed,	and	started	tickling	me.	Bastard
—	he	knew	that	was	my	weakness.	“Geoff,	stop,	stop!”	I	giggled	almost	choking	from
laughing	so	hard.

“To	quote	you,	‘make	me,’”	he	said,	not	letting	up	on	his	assault	and	peppering	it	with



kisses	to	my	neck.

Alright,	I’ll	make	you,	I	thought	breathlessly.	After	all,	my	dad	was	in	the	service	and
he	taught	me	well.	Inserting	my	leg	between	his,	I	hooked	my	ankle	and	threw	him	onto
his	back.	Geoff	stared	at	me,	shocked	and	aroused.	I	kissed	him	on	his	lips,	darting	my
tongue	into	his	mouth.

We	stayed	like	that	for	a	moment,	him	on	his	back	and	me	kissing	him.	Hands	were	on
clothes,	then	below	clothes,	until	we	both	broke	for	breath.

“Sophie,	as	much	I’m	enjoying	this,	we	need	to	go	over	the	rules	of	‘the	Great	‘95
Roommate	Swap’	so	we	don’t	get	busted.	Phone	rings	—	you	pick	it	up.	If	it’s	my	parents,
you	tell	them	Emma	is	in	the	loo.	Call	Simon’s	room,	and	have	her	call	back.

They’ll	do	the	same	if	my	folks	decide	to	check	in	on	me.”

“Really?	This	works?”	I	thought	that	for	two	smart	people,	Duncan	and	Imogen	were
clueless.	My	dad	would	have	seen	through	this	in	no	time.

“My	parents	may	have	guessed	what	we’re	doing,	but	they’re	taking	the	view	that	what
they	don’t	know	can’t	hurt	them,”	Geoff	said	with	a	wolfish	grin.

“You’re	lucky	my	dad	isn’t	here.	He	doesn’t	do	ignorance	is	bliss.	He	would	take	a
minute	to	decide	whether	he	should	bring	his	service	piece	or	shotgun.	Then	he’d	bust
down	the	door.”	I	enjoyed	watching	the	grin	slide	off	of	Geoff’s	face	as	he	got	the	visual.

“Um,	well…”

“Lucky	for	us	he	is	over	five	thousand	miles	away,”	I	said,	climbing	onto	his	lap	and
kissing	him	again.

“Quite	right,”	he	said,	deepening	the	kiss	and	running	one	hand	through	my	hair	and
the	other	under	my	shirt.	I	mimicked	his	movements	and	felt	his	chest	under	his	shirt.	Not
thinking,	I	started	to	grind	a	little	on	his	lap	and	was	rewarded	by	a	moan.

Flipping	me	over,	Geoff	broke	our	intense	make-out	session.	“Are	you	planning	to
sleep	this	evening?”



I	shook	my	head.	“Before	you	came	in,	I	was	calling	the	airline	to	make	sure	my	flight
wasn’t	cancelled.	I	doubt	I’ll	get	any	sleep	—	I’m	way	too	jazzed.	Besides,	I’ll	be	flying
all	day	tomorrow.	I’ll	just	doze	then.”	No,	I	thought	to	myself,	I	never	dozed	on	airplanes
but	I	wanted	this	time	with	Geoff.

He	nodded,	kissing	my	head.	“Fancy	a	bath?”

Geoff’s	Perspective

I	was	immediately	rewarded	with	her	stiffening.	I	could	kick	myself.	Here	I	was,
priding	myself	on	letting	her	call	the	shots	physically,	and	I	go	and	say	that.

“Love,	I’m	sorry.	I	didn’t	mean	that,”	I	said,	quickly	backtracking.

She	frowned.	“What?	That	you	asked	me	or	thought	of	me	naked?”

“Sophie,	anytime	you	want	to	show	me	your	naked	body,	I’ll	be	more	than	happy	to
see	it,	but	I	don’t	want	to	make	you	feel	uncomfortable.”

“You	caught	me	off	guard	again,	but	I	wasn’t	uncomfortable,	just	concerned,”	she	said,
picking	at	a	thread	on	my	shirt.

“How	so?”

“As	you	pointed	out,	I	have	virtually	no	experience.	You’ve	been	with	some	pretty
spectacular-looking	women.”

“Really,	you	think	that?”	I	snorted,	going	through	the	list	of	women	in	my	head.	There
was	my	mother’s	friend,	the	voluptuous	Mrs.	Siobhan	Tate.	Fortunately,	her	husband
Colin	never	found	out,	and	she	went	on	to	deflower	several	of	my	friends,	David	and
Simon	included.	Then	there	was	Becca,	Vivienne,	Cora,	and	Ivy,	Sophie’s	former
roommate.	None	of	them	held	a	candle	to	her.

“To	be	honest,	when	you’re	a	wallflower…”	Sophie	trailed	off.



“Love,	you’ve	never	been	a	wallflower.”	I	kissed	her	and	touched	her	in	every	place	I
could	think	of.	“Look,	I’m	a	guy.	I’m	not	going	to	apologize	for	lusting	after	your	body.	I
love	everything	about	it,	from	your	tits	to	your	arse.”	She	giggled	at	my	dirty	talk.	She
always	did	that	when	I	said	the	word	“arse”	instead	of	ass.

“I	like	your	arse,	too.”	She	patted	mine.

“Don’t	play	with	fire,	love.”

Sophie	looked	at	me	intensely.	She	got	up	and	pulled	off	her	shirt.	My	jaw	dropped.
Sophie	was	standing	there	topless	with	no	bra.	A	blush	covered	her	entire	body.	I	got	hard
immediately.	Her	breasts	were	begging	for	me	to	touch	them.	I	had	to	fight	the	urge	to
suckle	them.

“Sophie,”	I	croaked,	sounding	reminiscent	of	my	12-year-old	self.

“I’m	not	getting	any	sleep,	and	if	I	got	a	bath	in	now,	I	could	skip	a	shower	tomorrow,”
she	said,	getting	up.	Then,	over	her	shoulder,	“You	joining	me,	Mr.	Polo?”

“Sophie,	you	don’t	have	to	prove	anything	to	me,”	I	said,	trying	to	will	my	dick

down.

“Geoff,	I	want	to	take	a	bath,	not	make	a	porn	movie.	I	love	you,	and	I	want	to	share
some	sort	of	intimacy	with	you.	I	think	a	bath	is	a	terrific	way	to	do	that.	You	can	join	or
not	join	—	it’s	your	choice.”

Like	a	magnet,	I	gravitated	towards	her	and	pulled	off	my	shirt	as	well.	“Wait	here,”	I
said.

“Okay,”	she	replied,	sitting	back	down	on	the	bed.	Going	to	the	bathroom,	I	shut	the
door	and	started	to	run	the	bath	for	her.	I	had	some	work	to	do.

Sophie’s	Perspective

I	slipped	off	my	panties,	stuffed	them	in	my	bag,	and	sat	on	the	bed	holding	my	knees



together.	My	other	clothes	were	folded	neatly	on	the	bed.	I	couldn’t	believe	I	was	being
this	forward.	My	face	was	flaming	red.	I	heard	Geoff	drawing	the	bath.	I	wondered	if	he
was	naked	yet.	Nervous,	I	drew	the	sheet	around	me	and	knocked	on	the	door.

“Almost	ready,	Sophie.”	A	couple	of	minutes	later,	Geoff	opened	the	door,	and	I
walked	in.	He	had	outdone	himself	—	the	tub	was	full	of	bubbles,	and	he	had	lit	candles
over	it.	I	had	no	idea	where	he	found	the	candles,	but	it	was	so	romantic	in	here.

“This	is	really	beautiful,”	I	said.

“No	darling	–	you’re	beautiful.	This	is	just	window	dressing.”

I	realized	he	was	wearing	a	towel.	We	were	both	moments	away	from	seeing	each
other	completely	naked.

He	kissed	me	gently,	and	I	started	to	drop	my	sheet,	but	my	shaking	hands	stopped.

“Sophie,	would	you	like	for	me	to	turn	around?”

Shaking	my	head,	I	finished	lowering	my	sheet.	“You’re	beautiful,	my	love,”	Geoff
said,	tilting	my	head	and	kissing	me	again.

“Thank	you,”	I	said.

He	dropped	his	towel.	One	word	came	to	mind:	wow.	A	man	shouldn’t	look	like	this,
especially	at	18.	I	gazed	at	him	for	the	first	time	without	clothes.	He	had	a	lean,	muscular
build	and	a	flat	stomach.	His	chest	was	lightly	dusted	with	red-gold	hair,	which	I	couldn’t
wait	to	run	my	hands	through.	Then	I	looked	down,	and	my	mouth	opened	a	little.	He	was
big,	really	big.	I	wasn’t	an	expert	on	size	since	Geoff	was	the	first	real	guy	I’d	ever	seen
naked.	Instead	of	wanting	to	run	my	hands	through	his	chest,	now	I	wanted	to	touch	him.
He	was	long	and	thick	and	completely	different	than	what	I	expected.	Given	that	his	was
the	first	one	I	had	even	seen	in	that	state,	it	was	surprising	how	not	scared	I	was.	All	the
sensations	I	was	feeling	were	overwhelming.

“We	have	all	the	time	in	the	world,”	Geoff	said,	reading	my	mind.	Gone	was	the	cocky
boy,	leaving	a	more	vulnerable	one.	It	hadn’t	occurred	to	me	that	Geoff	might	be	scared,
too.	As	he	took	my	hand,	we	both	stepped	into	the	tub	together.	He	sat	me	down	in	front



of	him	and	started	to	wash	my	back.	I	felt	nervous	as	his	hands	ran	up	and	down	my	back.
He	used	a	washcloth	with	some	of	my	body	wash	in	my	bag.	It	was	my	favorite	brand,
blue	with	the	smell	of	the	ocean.	Between	the	scent	of	the	soap,	Geoff’s	ministrations,	and
the	heat	of	the	bath,	I	was	starting	to	feel	lightheaded.

Once	he	was	finished,	I	took	my	own	washcloth	and	had	him	turn	around	so	I	could
return	the	favor.	Once	I	was	turned	around,	I	looked	at	Geoff	against,	for	the	first	in	bright,
fluorescent	lights	of	the	bathroom.	He	handed	me	my	body	wash.	

“I	want	to	smell	like	you,”	he	whispered	into	my	hair.	

Taking	the	washcloth,	I	started	to	wash	his	chest,	marveling	at	differences.	He	was
hard	where	I	was	soft.	Our	torsos,	limbs,	and	hair	—	it	was	sensual	and	relaxing.	My
stomach	tightened	when	I	thought	of	the	possibilities	of	this	evening.	Finally,	when	I	was
done,	we	turned	around	so	I	was	in	front	of	him	again.	I	leaned	back	into	Geoff’s	chest.
He	drew	his	legs	around	me	like	a	makeshift	prison.

“Can	I	try	something?”	Geoff	whispered	in	my	ear.	My	body	felt	like	jelly	by	this	point
and	I	would	have	agreed	to	anything.

“Sure.”	He	turned	me	around	so	I	was	sitting	on	his	lap	and	slowly	he	kissed	his	way
up	my	neck	before	landing	on	my	lips.	Before	I	had	knew	it,	we	were	enjoying	a	deep	and
sensual	kiss.	His	hands	had	found	my	breasts	and	then	wandered	south.	Geoff	started
rubbing	his	hand	between	my	legs.	“May	I?”	he	asked.	Understanding	his	meaning,	I
nodded.	Then,	he	slipped	a	couple	of	fingers	inside	of	me	and	started	to	pump	them.

“Sophie,	you’re	so	tight.”	He	sighed	and	continued	to	move	his	hand,	and	I	moaned
with	pleasure.

Instinctually,	I	took	him	in	my	hand.	Having	never	done	this,	I	couldn’t	help	but	look
at	it	again.	Geoff	gasped	as	I	started	to	move	my	hand	with	my	fingers	around	him,
moving	rhythmically.	Taking	his	expressions	as	a	guide	on	how	to	keep	going,	I	continued
moving	my	hand.	We	sat	there	in	the	tub,	our	hands	moving	in	sync	until	we	both	came.

“Oh,	Geoff!”	I	felt	the	room	spin	around	me	and	fell	against	his	chest,	sated.

“Sophie,	thank	you.”	He	said,	kissing	my	head	gently.	We	stayed	there	until	the	water
cooled	and	I	started	to	shiver.



“Darling,	we	should	get	out,”	he	said.

“No,	too	comfortable,”	I	muttered,	snuggling	up	to	him	and	ignoring	the	cold.	“This
was	better	than	Thanksgiving.”

Chuckling,	he	stood	and	pulled	me	up	with	him.	We	stepped	out	of	the	bath	and	started
toweling	each	other	dry,	which	turned	us	both	on.	Trust	me,	I	looked	down	at	him.

I	decided	to	put	on	just	a	t-shirt	and	my	panties.	It	wasn’t	like	there	was	anything	to
hide.	Geoff	had	just	seen	the	good,	bad,	and	ugly.	He	had	the	same	idea	because	he	put	on
only	his	boxers.

We	climbed	into	the	bed	and	turned	on	the	television.	Speed	was	on	again.	We	turned
to	each	other	and	cracked	up.

“I	think	someone’s	trying	to	tell	us	something,”	he	said.

“Yeah	—	pay	attention	to	the	movie	for	once.”	I	snickered,	snuggling	up	to	him.

As	predicted,	we	stayed	up	all	night	talking.	It	was	wonderful,	having	that
uninterrupted	time	without	school	or	frenemies	bothering	us.	I	wondered	if	this	was	what
being	married	was	like.	All	too	quickly,	time	flew	by.	Three	o’clock	came	around,	and
with	that,	even	though	we	didn’t	need	it,	we	took	one	more	shower,	to	enjoy	the	closeness.

As	we	kissed	in	the	shower	stall,	I	realized	I	wanted	to	be	adventurous.	“Geoff,	can	I
try	something?”	I	asked,	gathering	my	courage	if	he	agreed.

“Sure,	love.	What?”

Slowly,	I	started	kissing	him,	starting	with	his	neck.	Geoff	groaned.	Emboldened,	I
kissed	my	way	across	his	chest,	stopping	to	flick	his	nipples	and	then	dragged	my	tongue
down	his	stomach.	He	was	so	damn	sexy.	I	raked	my	nails	down	his	chest	gently	until	I
got	down	to	what	had	been	poking	me	since	we	stepped	in.

Geoff	stared	at	me	with	hooded	eyes.	“Sophie…”



I	winked,	and	gathering	my	wits,	I	put	my	mouth	on	him.	I	took	a	couple	of	tentative
swipes	with	my	tongue	and	started	to	suck	gently.	Again,	using	Geoff’s	expression	as	a
guide,	I	fell	into	a	rhythm.	This	was	my	first	blowjob,	and	to	my	surprise,	I	found	I	liked
what	I	was	doing.	Geoff	definitely	was	enjoying	it,	if	his	moaning	was	a	sign,	and	that
made	me	feel	good.	Rolling	my	tongue	over	the	head	one	more	time,	Geoff	suddenly
grabbed	my	shoulders	and	pushed	me	away.

“Sophie!”

A	stream	of	white	fluid	spurted	onto	my	chest.	I	burst	out	laughing	at	Geoff’s	mortified
face.

“Sophie,	I’m	so	sorry,”	Geoff	said,	beet	red.

“I’m	not.	I	really	enjoyed	that.	Why	didn’t	you	let	me	finish?	Didn’t	you	like	it?”

Suddenly,	I	felt	embarrassed,	which	was	ridiculous,	given	that	I	just	had	his	dick	in	my
mouth.

“What?	No,	darling,	I	loved	it.	I	just	didn’t	want	to	come	in	your	mouth.	In	fact…”

Geoff	pulled	me	to	my	feet,	cleaned	off	my	chest	and	picked	me	up.	He	didn’t	even
bother	to	grab	towels.	Going	to	the	bed,	he	threw	me	down.	He	kissed	me	hard	and	briefly
and	then	started	his	own	journey	down	my	body.	Now	it	was	my	turn	to	moan,	and	moan	I
did.	I	had	to	cover	my	mouth	to	make	sure	I	wasn’t	too	loud.	Geoff	finally	stopped	at	the
hollow	in	the	top	of	my	thighs.

“Sophie,	you	smell	exquisite.	Let’s	see	if	you	taste	the	same.”	With	that,	he	took	a	long
lick	up	my	slit.	The	sensation	was	overwhelming,	and	I	cried	out.

“Oh,	Sophie,	you	taste	better	than	you	smell.	I	didn’t	think	that	was	possible,	but	as
usual,	you	surprise	me.”	Geoff	returned	to	his	work.	Within	minutes,	I	was	writhing.	The
sight	of	his	head	between	my	legs	and	the	feel	of	his	hair	in	my	hands	were	too	much.	His
tongue	kept	teasing	my	clit,	first	in	rapid-fire	licks	and	then	languid	circles	to	keep	me	on
edge.	It	was	satisfying	and	frustrating	all	at	the	same	time.

“Come,	Sophie,	let	me	feel	you	come,”	he	commanded,	and	I	did.	Light	seemed	to



shoot	around	me	—	it	was	an	incredibly	intense	orgasm.	I	didn’t	see	how	anything	would
ever	top	it.

Afterwards,	he	crawled	up	next	me.	“Remember	that,	while	you’re	back	home,”

Geoff	said,	looking	into	my	eyes.	“This	evening	is	what	will	keep	me	going	during	the
next	two	weeks.”

“I	love	you,	Geoff.	I	wish	you	could	come	with	me.”

“Me,	too.	I	would	love	to	see	where	you	grew	up.”	He	nuzzled	my	neck.

After	a	few	languid	moments,	we	got	up	and	dressed.	I	knew	I	should	feel	guilty	for
what	we	had	just	done,	but	I	couldn’t.	I	knew	I	would	treasure	the	memory	of	this	night,
no	matter	what	happened	between	us.	All	too	soon,	we	were	outside,	shivering	and
waiting	for	a	cab.	We	had	stopped	by	the	Carmichaels’	room	to	say	goodbye	—	they
appeared	to	be	none	the	wiser	about	the	room	swap.	Geoff	and	Emma	knew	them	too	well.

“Thank	you	so	much	for	your	hospitability,”	I	said,	hugging	Imogen	and	hoping	she
didn’t	notice	the	goofy	grin	on	my	face.

“My	pleasure,	darling.	Thank	you	for	everything	you’re	doing	for	my	son,”	she
whispered	into	my	ear.

They	walked	us	down	to	the	lobby	to	arrange	car	service	for	Geoff	and	me	to	the	train
station.	Emma	was	down	there	waiting	for	us	to	say	goodbye.

“Bye,	Em,”	I	said,	hugging	her.

“Take	care,	Sophie.	I’m	going	to	miss	you	and	your	snoring	dreadfully,”	Emma	added
with	a	wink.

“I	don’t	snore!	Email	me	if	you	need	me.”	I	was	still	worried	about	Emma.	She	was	so
dependent	on	Simon.

“Don’t	worry.	I’m	fine.	Bye,	Geoff.	Try	not	to	get	lost	at	Heathrow.”

“Ha	ha,	funny	brat,”	Geoff	said,	ruffling	her	hair	in	a	way	she	hated.	Emma	squealed



and	tried	to	hit	him.

We	made	it	to	the	train	on	time,	and	we	were	soon	on	our	way	to	Heathrow.	The	trip
was	eerily	similar	to	the	one	we	took	to	Paris	back	in	October.	The	only	difference	was
that	Geoff	and	I	were	now	a	couple.

“So,	what	are	you	going	to	do	when	you	get	home?”	Geoff	asked,	passing	me	a	cup	of
tea	that	he	had	bought	at	the	train	station.

“Sleep,”	I	said,	smirking	at	him.	“Well,	Lex	and	Heather	are	singing	at	the	community
college,	so	I’ll	catch	that	for	sure.	Mostly,	we’ll	just	hang	out.	The	one	thing	I	do	want	to
do	is	buy	a	computer.	I’m	tired	of	having	to	use	the	computer	lab.”

“Is	it	safe	to	bring	a	computer	across	the	pond	like	that?”	he	asked,	taking	a	sip	of	his
tea.	I	wanted	to	be	that	cup,	as	I	watched	his	tongue	swirl	around	the	rim.

“Well,	the	computer	I	want	is	one	of	those	new	PowerBooks.	It’s	more	expensive,	but
it	lasts	a	long	time,	and	I	can	take	it	anywhere.”

Geoff	and	Emma	both	had	computers	in	their	dorm	rooms.	Emma	let	me	borrow	hers
when	I	couldn’t	get	to	the	computer	lab	at	school.	They	both	had	really	nice,	top-of-the-
line	PCs,	and	were	going	to	get	new	ones	next	year	with	the	new	686	Pentium	chip.	I	was
jealous,	to	say	the	least.

“So,	you’re	not	going	to	Disneyland	or	Hollywood	or	whatever	else	California	is
famous	for?”

“Well,	Hollywood	is	about	an	hour-and-a-half	away	from	home,	and	Anaheim,	where
Disneyland	is,	is	almost	three	hours	away.	Anyway,	I’ve	seen	it	all	before.”

“So,	I	don’t	have	to	worry	about	you	running	off	with	some	incredibly	handsome
movie	star?”

“Nope.	I	doubt	that	Keanu	Reeves	or	Brad	Pitt	would	go	for	the	skinny	grunge	chick.”
I	wondered	for	the	millionth	time	why	Geoff	would	be	interested	in	a	girl	like	me,	boring
and	bookish.

“Maybe,	but	I	know	they	would	go	for	an	innocent,	brilliant,	and	talented	young



woman	like	you.”	He	put	my	hand	on	his	heart.

We	chatted	and	kissed	until	we	arrived	at	the	airport.	The	adrenaline	rush	from	last
night	wouldn’t	let	me	rest.

Thankfully,	regardless	of	the	weather,	my	flight	was	on	time.	We	were	early,	so	Geoff
opted	to	spend	some	time	with	me	at	the	gate	before	the	flight	took	off.	Stopping	by	the
coffee	shop,	we	grabbed	breakfast.

“Sophie,	why	don’t	you	let	me	upgrade	your	ticket	so	you	won’t	have	to	be	crowded
like	a	sardine,”	Geoff	suggested,	sipping	his	coffee	while	I	looked	through	the	mail	I’d
grabbed	before	locking	up	my	dorm	room.

“Because	it	costs	a	fortune,”	I	replied,	a	little	distracted,	wondering	why	I’d	waited	so
long	to	do	this.	With	finals	and	everything,	I	hadn’t	looked	at	my	mail	in	weeks.	It	would
take	forever	now.

“It’s	not	like	I	don’t	have	a	fortune.”

“Your	parents	have	a	fortune,	and	I	don’t	think	they’d	be	happy	about	you	using	your
credit	card	to	buy	such	an	expensive,	unnecessary	item	for	your	girlfriend.”

“You’d	be	surprised.	My	mum	said	I	should	treat	you	like	a	princess.”

“Lucky	for	you	and	your	parents,	I’m	not	a	princess.”

Frowning,	he	looked	at	the	mail	I	was	sorting.	“Sophie,	what	is	this?”	He	pulled	out	a
couple	of	thick	envelopes	from	the	stack.

“I	don’t	know,”	I	replied	distractedly.	Then	I	looked	at	what	he	was	holding.	Oh	shit,	I
thought.	No	wonder	Geoff	noticed	them.	They	were	from	Oxford	and	Kingston.

Geoff’s	Perspective

I	watched	Sophie	take	the	envelopes	and	inspect	them.	She	traced	each	envelope	with
her	index	finger	as	she	savored	them.	Given	the	artist	in	her,	she	probably	was



appreciating	the	stationary.	I	wondered	if	this	was	how	she	reacted	when	she	got	her
acceptance	to	Dowsford.

“I	didn’t	think	I	would	hear	until	after	Christmas,”	she	said,	looking	at	me.	One	of	the
things	I	loved	her	about	glasses	was	how	they	magnified	her	eyes.	You	could	read	Sophie
like	a	book	when	you	looked	into	her	eyes,	and	right	now,	she	looked	conflicted.

“That	one	looks	like	my	mine,	darling,”	I	said	pointing	to	the	one	from	Oxford.	“You
know	you	don’t	have	do	this	right	now.	It	can	wait	until	after	vacation.”

She	shook	her	head.	“No	time	like	the	present.”	She	opened	the	envelope	with	a
flourish.	I	had	to	smile	—	for	all	of	her	bravado,	Sophie	was	as	insecure	as	the	rest	of	us.

“Wow,”	Sophie	said	frowning,	after	she’d	read	the	second	one.	She	put	them	face
down	so	I	couldn’t	see	them.

“Well,	tell	me.	Did	life	just	get	a	lot	simpler?”	I	asked,	my	heart	pounding	a	little.

“Yes	and	no.”	Sophie	took	a	deep	breath,	“I	got	accepted	to	both.”	Picking	up	the
papers,	I	read	both	sets.

“Congratulations,”	I	said,	after	reading	the	first	lines	of	both.



Chapter	16:	Choices	And	Consequences

Geoff’s	Perspective

“Thanks,”	she	said.	Instead	of	excited,	Sophie	was	quiet	and	subdued.

“I	take	it	you’re	not	happy?”	I	asked,	my	heart	breaking.	I	had	been	hoping	for	this	for
so	long	and	had	assumed	Sophie	would	jump	at	this	chance	to	stay	together.	She	obviously
wasn’t	thrilled.

“Geoff,	it’s	not	that,	babe,”	she	said,	putting	her	hand	on	mine.	“I’m	really	happy	to
have	this	option,	but	I	have	a	life	back	in	the	States.	Not	to	mention	a	presidential
scholarship.”

I	slowly	nodded,	not	sure	what	to	say	without	sounding	like	an	asshole.	“Sophie,	this
makes	life	a	lot	easier	for	us.”

“I	know,	but	it’s	not	that	easy,”	she	said,	picking	at	a	thread	on	her	sweater.	The
carefree	mood	we’d	shared	earlier	was	slipping	away.	“You	know	you	could	come	to

States…”	she	suggested	letting	her	voice	trail	off.

“Don’t	be	ridiculous,	Sophie,”	I	laughed.	“I	just	can’t	leave.”

“Then	why	the	hell	do	you	expect	me	to?”	She	stood	up	and	threw	her	cup	in	the
refuse	container.

“Sophie,”	I	started,	feeling	a	little	panicked,	not	wanting	her	to	leave	like	this.	Not	for
two	weeks.	A	strange	agony	started	to	fill	my	chest.

“Don’t	worry	about	it,	Geoff.	My	flight	is	leaving	in	twenty	minutes,”	Sophie	said,
picking	up	her	bag.

“Sophie,	stop.”	I	grabbed	her	arm.	She	looked	hurt.	She	had	a	point	—	I	could	have
easily	applied	to	schools	in	the	States.	While	it	was	expected	for	me	to	go	to	Oxford,	there



was	no	law	saying	I	had	to.	Then	it	hit	me.	Sophie	always	thought	about	going	to	school
back	in	the	States	because	she	hadn’t	considered	another	path.	Neither	had	I.	I	never
thought	about	going	aboard	to	America	for	university.	“Love,	I	don’t	want	to	fight	with
you,”	I	said.

“Me,	either.”	She	put	her	hands	around	my	waist.

“You’re	right.	I	should	have	considered	applying	to	schools	in	the	States	when	I	had
the	chance,”	I	said.	“Listen,	we	have	time	to	discuss	this.	Whether	we’re	here	or	in	the
States	or	we	have	a	long-distance	relationship,	I’m	committed	to	you.”

She	smiled	at	me	—	a	genuine,	‘I’m	happy	smile’.	“Thank	you.	I	appreciate	that,	and	I
mean	it,”	she	said.	“I	don’t	want	to	think	about	this	anymore.	We	can	talk	about	it	in	a
couple	of	weeks.”

She	was	right	—	discussing	this	with	less	than	twenty	minutes	before	her	flight	was
not	a	good	idea.	Getting	into	a	fight	when	we	couldn’t	discuss	the	subject	for	two	weeks
would	be	disastrous.

“I	wish	I’d	waited	until	I	got	back	to	open	those	stupid	letters,”	she	murmured	against
my	chest.

“Stop	it.	You’re	leaving	soon.	I	want	to	kiss	you,	not	talk	about	something	out	of	our
control	at	the	moment.”	I	tilted	her	chin	up	to	kiss	her	again.	My	heart	beating,	I	grabbed
her	gift	out	of	my	pocket.

“What’s	this?”	she	asked,	looking	at	the	box.

“Open	it.”

Sophie	removed	the	lid,	opened	the	paper,	and	pulled	out	the	heart-shaped	locket	that	I
had	gotten.	“Oh,	Geoff.”	She	put	the	necklace	on.	“I	love	it	and	you.”

Impulsively,	I	wanted	to	grab	her	and	run	out	of	Heathrow.	Instead,	I	kissed	her	gently
and	picked	up	her	backpack.	We	walked	over	to	her	gate	and	had	a	few	more	G-rated
kisses	until	they	called	her	seat.	“Rows	eighteen	through	twenty-eight	are	now	boarding,”
the	American	Airlines	announcer	said.



Sophie	reluctantly	broke	away	from	me.	“That’s	me,”	she	whispered,	the	moment	we
were	dreading	now	upon	us.	I	nodded	my	affirmation	and	walked	with	her	to	the	line.

We	held	hands	until	she	arrived	at	the	gate	check.	“Bye,	Geoff.	I	love	you.	Check	your
bag	on	Christmas	morning.”

“Okay.	Remember	to	check	your	bag	when	you	land,”	I	said,	squeezing	her	to	me.	“I’ll
be	here	to	pick	you	up	in	a	couple	of	weeks.”

“I’ll	hold	you	to	that,	Carmichael,”	she	said,	smiling,	but	her	eyes	shone	bright	with
tears.	I’m	sure	I	didn’t	look	much	better.	Letting	go	of	my	hand,	Sophie	handed	her	ticket
to	the	agent	and	walked	down	the	hallway	to	her	flight.

Sophie’s	Perspective

Feeling	numb,	I	walked	into	the	plane	and	to	my	seat.	This	was	what	I’d	been	afraid	of
when	I	started	dating	Geoff.	Getting	so	goddamned	attached,	it	would	be	impossible	to	say
goodbye	without	this	devastating	pain.	I	remember	when	my	mom	left	to	“find	herself.”
This	pain	was	similar	but	so	much	more	intense.

I	should	have	waited	until	I	came	back	to	school	before	opening	those	acceptance
letters.	Now,	I’d	be	thinking	about	this	all	vacation.	If	I	opted	to	stay	in	the	States	for
college,	this	was	a	preview	of	our	future.	Suddenly,	I	was	angry	at	Geoff	—	furious	really,
irrationally	furious.	We	knew	that	me	getting	into	Oxford	or	Kingston	was	a	stretch,	but	he
could	have	easily	applied	to	any	American	school	and	gotten	in.	It	wasn’t	like	he	would
have	a	massive	debt	hanging	over	his	head	by	the	time	he	graduated,	not	like	I	would	if	I
stayed	and	went	to	Oxford.	If	I	stayed	in	England,	I	would	lose	the	scholarships	I	had	to
RISD.

Then,	as	soon	as	I	was	angry,	I	wasn’t.	It	wasn’t	fair	to	blame	Geoff	for	not	applying	to
American	schools.	When	I	applied	to	Oxford	and	Kingston,	I	hadn’t	suggested	the
possibility	either.	What	wasn’t	fair	was	Geoff	trying	to	push	me	into	going	to	a	British
college.	If	he	did	that,	we	would	have	a	problem.	I	had	just	pulled	out	my	Discman,	when
the	flight	attendant	motioned	me	over.	“Miss	Walker?”	she	asked.

“Yes.”



“There	is	a	young	man	waiting	outside	who	wants	to	speak	with	you?	Could	you	come
with	me,	please?”	she	asked.

Confused,	I	followed	her	to	the	plane	entrance.	Geoff	was	standing	by	the	cockpit
door,	smiling	sheepishly.

“Geoff?”	I	asked,	wondering	what	he	was	doing.	Other	passengers	were	maneuvering
around	him.

“You	have	ten	minutes,	kids,”	the	attendant	said,	smiling.

“Sophie,	I	couldn’t	let	you	fly	back	like	this,”	he	said,	taking	my	hands.	“I’m	going	to
look	at	some	American	schools	to	see	if	I	can	still	apply.	I’m	also	going	to	look	at
exchange	programs.	Maybe	you	could	do	a	year	here,	and	I	could	do	a	year	there.	What	do
you	think?”	Geoff	looked	like	a	little	boy	in	a	toy	store.

I	smiled	at	his	exuberance.	“I	think	you’re	crazy,	but	I	love	you.	Those	are	great	things
to	think	about	—	those	and	our	night	together.	They’re	the	things	I	will	think	about	on	my
flight	home,”	I	said,	putting	my	arms	around	his	waist.

He	kissed	me	passionately.	“I’d	better	let	you	go.	See	you	in	two	weeks,	love.”

Feeling	considerately	lighter,	I	hugged	him	hard	and	kissed	his	cheek.	“See	you	soon,”
I	said	putting	my	hand	on	his	chest,	over	his	heart.

He	turned	and	walked	to	the	terminal,	and	I	walked	back	into	the	plane.	Maybe	it
wouldn’t	be	such	a	long	flight	after	all,	I	thought	pleasantly	as	I	got	my	book	out	with	my
Discman.	Suddenly,	the	possibilities	seemed	endless.

The	flight	had	a	layover	in	Miami.	This	was	my	annual	concession	to	Mary.	Every	trip,
I	had	a	layover	built	into	my	flight	so	I	could	visit	my	mom.	It	was	better	than	spending	a
few	weeks	with	her	like	I	used	to	do	before	I	started	Dowsford.	I	was	the	only	six-year-old
who	could	do	a	load	of	laundry,	bake	a	casserole,	and	balance	a	checkbook.	That	hadn’t
come	from	living	with	my	dad.	But	Mary	was	getting	better,	less	quirky,	since	marrying
Bruce.

Like	in	years	past,	I	was	meeting	Mary	for	our	visit	at	the	airport	terminal.	I	would	see



her	again	when	I	returned	to	school.

She	spotted	me	as	soon	as	I	left	the	gate.	“Sophie,	honey!”

“Mom.”	I	smiled	and	hugged	her.

“Hey,	where’s	my	hug?”	Bruce	asked	playfully.

“Hi,	Bruce.	How’s	it	going	at	school?”	I	asked.	He	was	a	local	high	school	baseball
coach,	and	my	mom,	well,	I’m	not	sure	what	job	she	had	these	days.	She	traded	jobs	like

Geoff	and	I	used	to	trade	insults.

“Ah,	same	old,	same	old	—	just	getting	ready	for	spring	training,”	he	said,	giving	me	a
squeeze.

“Okay,	lunch	time,	Sophie.	You	must	being	starving.	Look	at	her,	Bruce	—	she’s	as
skinny	as	a	rail,”	Mary	said.	“There’s	a	great	place	down	the	road	where	you	can	eat	and
get	your	aura	cleansed.”

I	stifled	a	giggle,	thinking	of	the	Carmichaels	and	my	dad	eating	at	a	place	where	you
could	get	a	burger	and	your	aura	cleansed.	Knowing	Mary,	though,	I	guessed	the	only
burger	you	could	get	there	would	be	bean	with	vegan	cheese.	Yuck.	Bruce	took	my
backpack	from	me	and	we	headed	outside	into	the	humid	Florida	sun.	Mary	babbled	as
Bruce	drove	us	a	few	miles	down	the	road	to	some	weird	restaurant.

“So,	Sophie,	what’s	going	on	this	year?	You	look	different,”	Mary	said	as	we	sat	down
in	a	booth.	“Oh	my	God	—	you	have	a	boyfriend,	don’t	you?!”

I	stared	at	her,	wondering	if	she	read	any	of	the	letters	I	had	written.	“Yeah,	Mom.
Geoff,	remember?”	I	said,	wondering	if	this	restaurant	had	any	real	food.

“Great!	Tell	me	all	about	him,”	she	said,	resting	her	elbows	on	the	table.	She	didn’t
read	my	letters	at	all,	I	realized.

“Mom,	I	wrote	to	you	about	him.”



“Sweetie,	you	know	I	don’t	read	the	mail.	That’s	Bruce’s	job,”	she	replied,	smiling	like
this	was	funny.	Bruce	had	the	decency	to	look	embarrassed.

“He’s	just	a	boy	in	my	class,”	I	muttered,	looking	down.

“How	serious	are	you	two?	You	know,	you	don’t	want	to	get	too	serious	too	fast.”	She
frowned,	probably	reliving	her	marriage	to	my	father.	They	met	when	she	was	eighteen
while	my	dad	was	on	leave	from	the	army.	They	were	married	in	two	weeks.	She	got
pregnant	with	me	on	their	honeymoon.	She	was	always	giving	me	thinly	veiled	references
about	getting	married	and	having	kids	young.	I	suddenly	lost	my	appetite.	

Sophie,	you	must	come	over	this	summer	before	you	start	college,”	Mom	suggested.
“Have	you	been	accepted	anywhere	yet?	You	know,	you	should	really	look	into	Florida
schools.	You	could	use	my	address	for	in-state	tuition,	and	we	could	get	to	know	each
other	again.	“

Thanks,	but	no	thanks,	I	thought,	swallowing	hard	and	realizing	she	hadn’t	listened	to
the	phone	message	I’d	left	after	getting	into	Rhode	Island.	“I	got	early	admission	to	Rhode
Island,	mom.	I	also	got	into	a	few	other	places.	Believe	it	or	not,	I	even	got	into	Oxford.”	I
wondered	if	an	admission	to	one	of	the	world’s	most	prestigious	universities	meant
anything	to	her.

“That’s	fantastic,	Sophie!	What	an	opportunity!”	Bruce	said.

“In	England?”	she	asked,	shocked.	I	was	shocked	that	she	knew	it	was	in	England.	“Is
this	because	of	that	boy?”

“Well,	I	applied	because	of	a	dare.	And	I	have	to	admit	that	Geoff	is	now	playing	a	part
in	that	equation.”

“Have	you	told	Dan	about	this?”	she	asked.

“I	found	out	just	before	I	left,	and	I’m	going	to	tell	him	when	I	land	later	today.

So,	I	would	appreciate	it	if	you	didn’t	tell	him,”	I	said,	giving	her	a	look.

“Sophie,	think	about	this.	Choosing	a	college	due	to	a	boy	is	not	a	good	idea.	I	mean,
look	at	me	and	your	father,”	Mary	said.	That	was	it,	I	snapped,	even	in	the	restaurant



promising	a	good	aura	cleansing.

“What	about	it,	Mom?	You’ve	made	your	opinion	very	clear	about	marriage	and
children.	I	hear	about	it	every	time	I	see	you.	You	know	something?	I	don’t	need	to	keep
hearing	that	you	regret	getting	married	and	having	me!”

Mary	turned	white.	“Honey,	is	that	what	you	think?”

“What	am	I	supposed	to	think,	Mom?	You	left	when	I	was	four,	you	never	read	my
mail,	and	the	only	thing	you	ever	say	when	you	see	me	is	to	never	marry	young.”

Lunch	was	a	very	subdued	affair	after	that.	I	just	ordered	a	salad	and	tuned

Mary	out	with	my	Discman	acting	just	like	the	moody	teen	I	claimed	I	wasn’t.

I	did	not	say	one	word,	not	even	on	the	car	ride	back	to	the	airport.	Mary	kept	glancing
at	me	like	I	had	a	second	head.	Bruce	kept	shooting	her	looks.	Unlike	her,	he	knew	how	to
deal	with	moody	teens.

“Sweetie,	I	just	want	you	to	have	a	better	life	then	I	had,”	she	said	as	we	pulled	up	in
front	of	the	airport.

“I	appreciate	that,	Mom,	but	you	don’t	know	much	about	my	life,”	I	replied,	grabbing
my	bag.	“Listen,	I	love	you.	I’ll	see	you	in	a	couple	of	weeks.	Merry	Christmas.	You,	too,
Bruce.”

“Sophie,	I	do	love	you,”	she	insisted.

I	nodded,	giving	her	a	quick	hug.	I	wasn’t	trying	to	be	a	bitch.	I	just	didn’t	feel	like
constantly	forgiving	Mary	for	everything	she	did	or	said.

“Bye,	honey,”	she	said,	holding	me	longer	than	usual.

“Bye,	Mom.	Bye,	Bruce.”

“Take	care,	Sophie,”	Bruce	said.	Then	he	whispered	into	my	ear,	“You’re	not	saying



anything	she	doesn’t	already	know.”

I	nodded	and	walked	into	the	airport.	One	thing	I	couldn’t	stand	about	Florida	was	the
humidity.	That	was	reason	enough	for	me	to	never	move	here.	I	almost	preferred
Nottingham’s	climate	to	this.	Going	inside	to	the	air	conditioning	was	such	a	relief.	After
checking	in,	I	realized	I	still	had	hour	to	kill	before	my	flight.	Looking	in	my	wallet,	I	saw
the	phone	card	that	I	had	picked	up	in	Heathrow.	I	looked	at	my	watch,	did	the	math	and
realized	that	it	was	6:00	p.m.	in	London,	so	I	debated	about	calling	Geoff.	Emma	had	told
me	that	they	were	going	to	leave	for	Duncan’s	parents	this	evening.	I	had	planned	to	call
when	I	landed	in	LA,	but	I	realized	that	I	wanted	to	talk	to	him	or	Emma	now.

Making	a	decision,	I	grabbed	the	calling	card.	I	could	hear	the	European	ring	tone	until
Emma	picked	up.	“Hello?”	she	said.	Suddenly,	I	felt	homesick	and	really	confused.

“Hi,	Emma.”

“Sophie!	Geoff,	come	over	here!	Are	you	in	California	yet?”

“No,	I’m	in	Miami,	just	finishing	my	layover.”

“Oh,	did	you	see	your	mum?”	she	asked,	excited.	She	thought	Mary	sounded	so	cool,
living	like	a	gypsy.	Hah,	I	thought,	if	only	she	had	seen	the	lunch	we	just	had.

“Yeah,	I	did.”

One	benefit	I	had	found	about	having	a	good	friend	as	a	roommate	this	year	was	that
she	did	know	me	well	—	too	well.	“I	take	it	that	it	wasn’t	good,”	she	said.

“It	wasn’t	great.”

“Hey,	remember	—	no	matter	what,	you	have	me	and	Geoff.	We	love	you.”

“Thanks.	I	miss	you.”

“Likewise,”	she	said.	“Here’s	Geoff.”



“Sophie?”	I	heard	Geoff’s	voice	from	across	the	ocean.

“Hey,	Geoff,”	I	said,	feeling	depressed.

“What’s	the	matter,	darling?”

“I	just	got	back	from	lunch	with	my	Mom.	It	was	difficult.”

“Oh,	Sophie,	I’m	sorry.	Do	you	want	to	talk	about	it?”

“There	isn’t	much	to	say	other	than	she	didn’t	read	my	mail	and	is	worried	about	you
getting	me	pregnant,”	I	said,	my	voice	breaking.

“Well,	darling,	I’d	be	worried	if	you	were	pregnant,	given	the	fact	you’re	still	a	virgin,”
he	said,	trying	to	inject	some	levity	into	the	situation.

“Real	funny.	She’s	always	telling	me	that	getting	pregnant	ruined	her	life.”	As	I
sniffled,	people	walking	by	looking	at	me	with	pity.

“Sophie,	I’m	sorry.	I	didn’t	mean	that,	and	frankly,	your	mother	is	a	bloody	cow	if	she
said	that	to	you.”

“Thanks.	I’m	sorry	to	call	like	this,”	I	said,	starting	to	calm	down	a	little.

“Don’t	be	sorry.	That’s	what	I	am	here	for.	I	wish	I	was	there	with	you.”

“Me	too,”	I	said,	grabbing	a	tissue	from	my	pocket.

“Look,	if	your	mum	can’t	see	what	an	amazing	person	you	are,	then	she	isn’t	worth	it,”
Geoff	said.

“How	do	you	always	know	what	to	say?”	I	asked,	laughing.

“My	fabulous	mind-reading	abilities.”



“Okay,	oh	clairvoyant	one,”	I	said,	“Please	tell	me	if	my	flight	is	going	to	leave	on
time.”

“Seeing	the	future	is	Emma’s	department.	I	just	read	minds.	You	sound	better.”

“I	feel	better.”

“As	much	I	want	to	talk	to	you,	you	probably	need	to	go,”	he	said.

“You’re	right,	and	oh,	don’t	you	have	to	leave	for	your	grandparents?	I’m	so	sorry,”	I
said,	realizing	he	needed	to	get	on	the	road,	too.

“Don’t	worry	about	me.	I	can	take	the	train	up	to	Liverpool	and	meet	my	parents	there.
You	are	my	life,	Sophie.”

“I	love	you,	Geoff.	I’ll	call	you	again	soon.”

“Me,	too.	Ring	me	when	you	land,”	he	said.

“You	do	realize	that	will	be	like	eleven	at	night?”	I	asked.

“Call	and	let	the	phone	ring	once.	I’ll	know	you’re	there	safely.”

“Okay,”	I	said.	“Love	you.”

“Love	you,	too.”

Walking	to	the	gate,	I	felt	lighter.

Geoff’s	Perspective

I	frowned	as	I	hung	up	the	phone.	I	missed	her	so	much,	and	she	hadn’t	been	gone



even	a	day	yet.

“Geoff,”	Emma	said,	“Mum	and	Dad	are	getting	ready	to	leave	to	Gran	and

Gramps’.”

I	nodded.

“How’s	Sophie?”	she	asked.

“Like	me	—	sad.”

“I’m	sorry.	This	must	be	so	hard	for	you	both.”	Emma	put	her	arm	through	mine.

“Thanks,	Emma,	but	we	both	knew	this	was	inevitable.”

“Well,	maybe	she’ll	get	into	school	here,”	she	said.

“She	did.	We	found	out	this	morning.”

“Well,	that’s	grand!	We’ll	have	to	celebrate	when	she	gets	back.”

“That’s	the	thing,	Emma	—	just	because	she	got	in	doesn’t	mean	she’ll	accept.”

“Oh,”	Emma	said,	looking	serious.	“How	come?”

“Well,	you	know	how	homesick	she	is.	Imagine	her	having	to	feel	that	way	for	four
more	years.	Don’t	tell	Dad	yet,	but	I’m	going	to	apply	to	a	couple	of	American	schools
and	see	what	happens.”

“Can	you	still	do	that?”

“I	don’t	know,	but	I	owe	it	to	Sophie	to	try.	Another	option	we’re	considering	is	going
through	an	exchange	program.”



“That’s	a	brilliant	idea,”	Emma	said.	“You	each	do	a	year	at	each	other’s	college.”

“That’s	what	I	am	hoping.	Listen,	let’s	go.	Mum	and	Dad	are	probably	wondering	what
happened	to	us.”

She	hugged	me.	“See,	I	told	you	this	would	work	out,”	Emma	said,	triumphantly.

“Don’t	get	ahead	of	yourself,	brat.	You’re	forgetting	—	we	still	have	freshman	year	to
get	through.”

“Geoff,	how	many	times	have	I	told	you?	Never	bet	against	me,”	she	said	with	a

smirk.



Chapter	17:	California,	Here	We	Come!

Sophie’s	Perspective

“Folks,	we’re	getting	ready	for	our	descent	into	the	Los	Angeles	area.	Please	remain	in
your	seats	until	the	fasten-seat-belt	light	is	turned	off,”	the	captain	said	overhead.

I	looked	out	my	window	and	saw	the	familiar	brown	haze	of	LA.	We	would	be	landing
in	a	few	minutes.	By	this	point,	I	was	worn	out,	having	traveled	for	20	hours.	From
experience,	I	had	learned	not	to	sleep	on	the	ride	over	go	to	bed	after	eight	o’clock	so	that
could	avoid	jet	lag.	

As	the	flight	landed,	the	captain’s	voice	came	back	on	overhead.	“Welcome	to	Los
Angeles,	folks.	Local	temperature	is	55	degrees.	Please	set	your	watch	to	the	local	time	of
3:30	p.m.”

I	had	to	wait	a	couple	of	minutes	for	the	passengers	in	first	class	to	disembark.	Finally,
my	turn	came.	My	dad	was	waiting	for	me	at	the	gate.

“Sophie!”	We	hugged	for	a	moment.	He	kissed	the	top	of	my	head	and	took	my
backpack.

“That’s	all	I	brought,”	I	said.

My	dad	nodded,	used	to	seeing	me	with	minimal	baggage	during	winter	session	break.
I	left	a	lot	of	clothing	at	my	home	since	I	was	in	uniforms	at	school	most	of	the	time.

“Great.	Let’s	get	to	the	car,”	he	said,	guiding	me	towards	the	exit.

We	walked	outside	from	the	Tom	Brady	terminal	over	to	his	Buick,	aka	the	Batmobile.
“How	was	the	flight,	honey?”	he	asked,	starting	up	the	engine.

“It	was	okay.	I’m	pretty	tired,”	I	answered.	I	hadn’t	slept	since	the	night	before	the
concert,	and	my	body	had	no	idea	where	it	was.



“How’s	Mary?”	Dad	asked,	pulling	out	of	the	airport	and	driving	to	the	405.

“The	usual.”	I	looked	out	the	window,	not	wanting	to	relive	the	Mary	holiday
experience.

“Something	happen?”

“It	was	uncomfortable.	I	don’t	want	to	see	her	anymore.”

“Sophie,	she’s	your	mother.	What	happened?”

“She	gave	me	a	hard	time	about	Geoff	and	admitted	she	never	reads	my	letters.”	I	tried
not	to	cry.

“Sophie,	you	know	she	loves	you,”	Dad	said,	turning	onto	101	North.

“Did	I	tell	you	I	got	into	Oxford?”	I	said,	trying	to	change	the	subject.

“Oxford,	as	in	Oxford	University	in	England?”	he	asked,	surprised.

“Yup,”	I	said,	turning	a	little	red.

“I	didn’t	know	you’d	applied.	That’s	great,	Sophie,	but	I	thought	you	had	your	heart	set
on	Rhode	Island.”

“Emma	made	me	apply	to	Oxford	and	Kingston	College	in	October,”	I	said,	comparing
both	of	my	parents’	reactions	to	this	news.	“She	claimed	that	since	we’d	just	found	each
other,	we	couldn’t	be	separated.”

Dad	started	laughing.	“Ah,	that	girl.	I	can’t	wait	to	meet	her	in	person	at	your
graduation.”

“You’re	going	to	come?”	I	asked,	perking	up.	Except	for	that	one	trip	to	get	me	settled,
Dad	had	never	come	to	Dowsford.



“Of	course.	It’s	your	graduation,	Sophie,”	he	said,	looking	at	me	with	pride.

“Can	you	afford	it?”	I	asked,	not	wanting	him	to	make	the	trip	just	to	make	me

happy.

“Trust	me,	kid.”

I	smiled,	thinking	about	how	much	I	wanted	to	introduce	my	dad	to	Geoff.

“I	think	your	mom	is	also	planning	to	come.	We	were	talking	about	it	the	other	night.
You	need	to	give	me	the	dates	so	we	can	both	make	arrangements.”

I	frowned.	“Is	she	really	coming?”

“Of	course	she	is.	Why	wouldn’t	she?	She’s	your	mother,	Sophie,”	Dad	said,	clucking
his	tongue	in	disapproval.

“Look,	she	ignores	everything	I	send	her.	She	left	—	I	didn’t.”

“Sophie,”	he	said,	taking	my	hand,	“she	loves	you	in	her	own	way.”

“I	guess,”	I	mumbled.	“I	don’t	want	to	talk	about	it.”

“Sophie,	you	get	only	one	mom,	and	I	raised	you	better	than	to	be	spiteful.	Don’t	start
sulking.”

I	just	shook	my	head	and	stared	out	the	window,	glancing	at	him	as	the	coastline
passed	us	by.	“You’re	right.	You	raised	me.	Not	her.	I	don’t	think	it’s	fair	that	after	the	hard
work	is	done,	she	should	flounce	in	to	take	credit	for	it.”

“Sophie,	there	were	a	lot	of	reasons	why	things	didn’t	work	out	for	your	mom	and	me.
None	of	them	had	to	do	with	you,”	he	assured	me.	“But	the	one	thing	we	do	agree	on	is
that	you	are	the	best	thing	that	came	out	of	our	marriage.”



The	drive	took	two	hours	altogether.	“Still	sticking	with	your	no-sleeping	rule?”	my
dad	asked,	pulling	into	our	driveway.

I	nodded,	smiling	at	him.	My	first	trip	back	home,	I	crashed	the	minute	I	arrived	and
woke	up	at	6:00	p.m.	It	took	two	days	for	me	to	stop	mixing	my	days	and	nights	together.
I	had	learned	over	the	years	to	not	go	to	bed	until	seven	the	first	night	home.

“I’m	going	to	call	Geoff	and	then	Heather,	okay?”

“Sounds	good,	hon.	I’ll	get	some	pizza	for	dinner.”

“Thanks,	Daddy.	Remember,	just	cheese	for	me,”	I	said,	shuddering	at	the	thought	of
his	meat	lover’s	delight.

I	walked	into	the	house	and	dialed	Geoff’s	number.	I	had	an	agreement	with	my	dad—
he	would	pay	for	only	two	calls	during	this	trip	and	Geoff	had	wanted	me	to	call	when	I
arrived	in	Goleta.	“Hullo,”	I	heard	over	the	static.

“Hi,	this	is	Sophie.	Can	I	please	speak	with	Geoff,	please?”	I	asked,	not	recognizing
the	voice	on	the	other	end.

“Sophie,	this	is	Geoff’s	gran.	Hold	on	for	a	moment.	Listen,	I	just	wanted	to	say

I’m	sorry	you	were	not	able	to	come	for	Christmas.	I	hope	we	get	the	pleasure	next
year.	You’ve	been	just	wonderful	for	our	Geoff.”

“Oh,	thanks,	Mrs.	Carmichael.”

“Geoff,	please	come	to	the	phone.	There’s	a	young	lady	for	you.	Sophie,	again,	it’s
lovely	to	speak	you.	I	can’t	wait	to	meet	you	at	Geoff’s	graduation.”

“Nice	to	meet	you,	too,	Mrs.	Carmichael.”

“Thank	you,	Sophie.	Here’s	Geoff,”	she	said.



“Sophie?”

“Hi,	Geoff.	How	was	your	trip?”

“Grand,	we	just	got	in	from	midnight	service,”	he	said.	“How	about	yours?”

“Better,	now	that	I’m	with	my	dad.”	It	was	hard	to	convey	my	feelings	about	Mary
when	he	had	Imogen	as	a	mother.

“Glad	to	hear.	You	were	pretty	blue	when	we	spoke	earlier.	Are	you	tired	from	the
trip?”

“Exhausted.	We’re	going	to	have	pizza,	and	then	I’m	going	to	crash.”

“Okay.	I’ll	let	you	go,”	he	said.	“I	love	you.”

“I	love	you,	too.”	

Between	the	long	flight	and	emotional	undertow	from	the	last	24	hours,	I	needed	to	lie
down.	My	father,	knowing	the	drill,	handed	me	a	pizza	slice	and	sent	me	to	bed.	I	ate	as	I
walked	to	my	room,	undressed,	and	crawled	under	the	covers.

The	next	thing	I	knew,	it	was	7:00	a.m.	the	next	morning.	I	got	up	and	took	a	shower	to
wash	off	the	traveling	gunk.	Heather	was	standing	by	my	bed	when	I	stepped	out.

“Sophie!”	She	ran	to	me.

“Heather!”

“We	have	to	go	shopping,”	she	said.

“Can	I	get	dressed	first?”

“Absolutely.	No	one	wants	to	see	your	skinny	white	ass.	Come	on!”



After	I	dressed,	we	stepped	out	and	stopped	at	IHOP	first	for	breakfast.	“Okay,”
Heather	said.	“Tell	me	everything.	I	want	to	see	pictures.”

I	got	out	my	pictures	from	Paris	and	handed	them	to	her.	She	thumbed	through	them
and	said,	“Wow,	he’s	really	good	looking.”

“When	you	come	for	your	tour,	you	can	meet	him.”

Heather	smiled	and	sipped	her	coffee.	“You	have	this	whole	different	life	now.	Have
you	thought	about	going	with	us	to	tour	Europe?”

“Dad’s	okay	with	it,”	I	said,	thinking	about	the	changes	coming	up.

“What’s	wrong,	babe?”

“It’s	the	whole	college	thing.	You	remember	when	my	friend	Emma	dared	me	to	apply
to	Oxford?”

“Oh	my	God,	you	got	in,	didn’t	you!	You’re	not	coming	home,	are	you?”	The
realization	was	hitting	her	that	my	stay	in	England	maybe	expanding.

I	told	her	about	my	acceptance	to	Oxford	and	my	reluctance	to	leave	Geoff.

“Well,	let	me	just	say	that	if	I	didn’t	have	Kevin,	I	would	be	all	over	him	like	white	on
rice,”	Heather	joked,	stroking	the	album.	“But	are	you	sure	you	want	to	do	this?	The	one
thing	you’ve	been	talking	about	since	you	left	is	coming	home.”

“Yeah,	I	know.	The	irony	is	killing	me.	But,	to	be	honest,	the	whole	thing	took	me	by
surprise.	I’m	not	ready	to	give	up	RISD,”	I	said.	The	Oxford	acceptance	just	made
everything	harder.

“I	was	kinda	hoping	you	would	consider	Cal	Poly	so	we	could	be	closer	together.”

“Cal	Poly	and	Berkley	aren’t	exactly	next	door,”	I	said.



“Closer	than	London	and	San	Francisco,”	she	said,	smiling	sadly.	“How	is	Geoff
handling	the	fact	that	you	might	be	in	Newport	next	year?”

I	told	her	about	the	plan	that	we’d	come	up	with,	the	possibility	of	doing	an	exchange
year	at	each	school	or	Geoff	maybe	applying	to	some	American	schools.

“Well,	it	sounds	like	you’re	considering	all	your	options.	Come	on,	let’s	go	shopping
—	that	always	cheers	me	up.”

“And	we’re	shopping	for	whom?”

“Your	dad?”	she	asked.

“Covered,”	I	said.	“I’m	getting	a	medals	case	for	him.”

“Cool.	He’ll	like	that.”

We	spent	the	better	part	of	the	day	shopping	and	talking.	I	was	going	to	be	Lex’s	date
for	the	high	school’s	Winter	Formal	that	evening,	so	I	got	a	few	odds	and	ends	to	use	with
the	dress	I	had	brought	from	England.	Heather	dropped	me	off	at	home,	and	I	got	ready.

Lex	picked	me	up,	and	we	met	Heather	and	Kevin	at	the	Elephant	Bar	to	have	dinner.
Lex	brought	a	surprise,	his	new	girlfriend	Tamara.	I	was	officially	third	wheeling	it.	After
we	caught	up,	which	was	a	little	awkward	since	Tamara	was	there,	we	drove	to	the	formal.
I	realized	that,	but	for	a	twist	of	fate,	this	would	have	been	my	senior	formal	as	well.
Looking	around,	I	saw	a	number	of	the	kids	I’d	gone	to	junior	high	with.	I	felt	so	out	of
touch	with	them.	Since	I’d	gone	to	London,	I’d	become	somewhat	of	a	local	celebrity.	I
had	to	laugh	at	that,	given	the	fact	I	was	a	social	pariah	at	Dowsford.	Here,	I	was	the	next
best	thing	to	Jennifer	Aniston	and	Courtney	Cox.	Girls	kept	coming	up	to	me	and	asking
about	my	“European	lifestyle.”

I	called	it	a	night	around	11:30.	As	much	fun	as	I	was	having,	it	was	a	little	weird
watching	Lex	make	out	with	this	girl.	Frankly,	she	was	a	little	bitchy,	but	I	valued	my
friendship	with	Lex	too	much	to	say	anything	about	it.

“I	wish	you	weren’t	leaving,”	Lex	complained.	“We	never	see	each	other.”



“I	know,	but	enjoy	your	night	with	your	girlfriend,”	I	said,	giving	him	a	hug.	“I’m

here	until	January	3rd.	We’ll	have	plenty	of	time.”

“Then,	tomorrow,	we’re	spending	the	day	together,”	he	said,	hugging	me	as	well.

“You	know	it,”	I	said.	Then	I	nodded	at	Tamara,	who	was	staring	at	me,	“Tamara,	nice
to	meet	you.”	She	nodded	back,	obviously	glad	that	I	was	leaving.

I	took	a	cab	back	to	my	house.	My	dad	was	waiting	up	for	me.	“When	are	you	going	to
be	a	typical	teenager	and	stay	out	past	curfew?”	he	teased	smiling,	putting	down	his	Sports
Illustrated.

“When	am	I	ever,	Daddy?”	I	shrugged,	giving	him	a	hug.

He	smiled	as	he	returned	my	embrace.	“While	you	were	gone,	Geoff	called,”	he	said.
“I	told	him	you	were	at	the	formal.	This	also	arrived	while	you	were	out.”

I	took	a	white	envelope	from	him.	It	was	from	Geoff.

“If	you	want	to	call	him,	go	ahead,”	Dad	said.	“Just	come	down	when	you’re	finished.
I	need	to	talk	to	you	for	a	minute.”

I	did	the	math	in	my	head.	It	was	around	8:00	a.m.	in	England,	so	I	should	be	okay.	I
grabbed	the	portable	phone	and	walked	to	my	bedroom.	Emma	picked	up	this	time.
“Hello,”	she	said.

“Emma,	its	Sophie.”

“Sophie,	hi!	How’s	California?!”

“Great.	How’s	England?”

“Cold	and	snowy.	It’s	probably	sunny	and	warm	where	you	are.”



I	smiled	to	myself,	thinking	of	the	65	degree	temperature	I	enjoyed	today.	“You’d	be
correct.	Not	to	be	rude,	but	is	Geoff	there?”

“No,	he	went	for	a	run	with	our	dad.	Listen,	Dowsford	mixed	up	our	mail.”

“Oh,”	I	muttered	absentmindedly,	looking	at	my	letter	from	Geoff.

“One	of	your	letters	got	mixed	in	with	mine,”	Emma	said.	“It’s	from	Dowsford.”

“Can	you	open	it?”	I	asked,	assuming	she	was	more	desperate	than	I	was	to	find	out.	It
was	probably	my	report	card,	and	I	could	care	less	if	anyone	knew	my	grades.

“Sure.	Wait,	Geoff	just	walked	in.	Let	me	get	him	on	the	line	—	I	know	he’ll	want	to
hear	this.	Geoff!”

“What?”	he	called.

“Sophie’s	on	the	phone.	Pick	up	the	other	line.”

“Oh,	okay,”	he	said.	“Hi,	darling.”

“Hi,”	I	said.

“Okay,	love	birds,	one	minute!	Sophie,	it	looks	like	they	want	you	to	contribute	to	the
school’s	art	show	in	February,”	Emma	said.

“Wow!	Are	you	kidding	me?!”	I	asked.	

Dad	came	running	in,	mouthing,	“What?”

“No,	I’m	not.	Congratulations,	Sophie!”



“I’ve	been	asked	to	submit	to	the	school’s	art	show,	Daddy,”	I	said	to	him.

	

Dad	actually	beamed	looking	half	his	age.	It	was	almost	reminiscent	of	when	I	got	into
Dowsford.

“Wow,	honey,	that’s	amazing!”

I	swallowed,	thinking	how	much	work	this	would	be,	on	the	top	of	everything	else	I
had	to	do	for	school.	Of	course,	there	was	also	the	fact	that	I	would	have	to	share
something	so	personal.

“Sophie,	love,	that’s	terrific!”	Geoff	cried.

“Yeah.	Geez,	a	big	show,”	I	said.	“I	don’t	know	if	I	can	do	that.”

“Sure	you	can,	Soph,”	my	dad	stated,	putting	his	arm	around	my	shoulders.

“Your	father’s	right,”	Geoff	and	Emma	agreed	in	unison.

“Okay,	positivity	triplets,”	I	said,	feeling	exhausted.	Looking	at	the	clock,	I	realized
how	late	it	was,	and	my	dad	still	wanted	to	talk	to	me.	“Geoff,	Emma,	I’m	still	a	little
jetlagged.	I	need	to	crash	pretty	soon.”

“Oh,	sure.	Geoff,	I’m	going	to	get	off	so	you	can	say	goodbye	to	Sophie,”	Emma	said.
My	father	discreetly	left	the	room	so	I	could	say	goodbye	to	Geoff	in	private.

“I	miss	you	Sophie,”	he	said.

“Me,	too.	I	got	your	letter.	Remember,	it’s	only	12	more	days.”

“Hmm,	don’t	remind	me.	I	love	you.”

“I	love	you,	too.	Don’t	think	about	it	too	much,	and	it	will	fly	by,”	I	said.	We	spoke	for



a	couple	of	more	minutes	and	hung	up.

Going	back	to	the	living	room,	I	saw	my	dad	still	nursing	his	coffee,	looking	at	me	in
the	way	only	a	concerned	father	with	a	hormonal	teenage	daughter	could.

We	sat	there	quietly	for	a	moment.	“Sophie,	I	want	to	ask	you	something,	and	I	don’t
want	you	to	take	it	the	wrong	way,”	he	said,	looking	into	his	cup.

“Okay,	Daddy,”	I	was	wondering	what	was	on	his	mind.	The	look	on	his	face	reminded
me	of	the	time	when	I	got	my	first	period.

“Is	Geoff	the	reason	why	you	applied	to	those	English	schools?”	he	asked.

“No,	of	course	not.	Emma	wanted	me	to	try	and	see	if	I	could	get	in,”	I	said,	frowning.
I	had	applied	to	those	schools	long	before	Geoff	and	I	had	started	dating.

“Sorry,	I	just	had	to	ask.	You	never	mentioned	any	interest	in	staying	in	England	after
your	time	at	Dowsford	was	up.	Like	I	said	before,	I	want	you	to	make	decisions	based	on
your	choices,	not	because	of	what	I	or	your	boyfriend	say.”

I	looked	at	him	for	a	moment	and	thought	about	what	he	said	versus	what	my	mother
had.	While	they’d	said	the	same	thing,	my	dad	didn’t	make	me	feel	bad	about	it.	A	little
uncomfortable,	but	not	a	teenage	statistic.

“One	more	thing,	Sophie.	I	want	to	talk	about	birth	control,”	Dad	said,	turning	beet
red.

My	jaw	dropped.	“DAD!”

“Sophie,	this	is	as	embarrassing	for	me	as	it	is	for	you.”

“I	highly	doubt	that,”	I	replied,	thinking	about	my	cleaning	excursion	from	earlier	in
the	day.



After	I’d	gotten	back	from	shopping,	I’d	started	straightening	up	things	and	realized
the	house	had	been	recently	cleaned.	It	smelled	like	lemons,	not	the	bleach	that	my	dad
used	when	he	did	housework.	Also,	I	was	putting	some	clean	laundry	in	my	dad’s	dresser
and	found	a	new	box	of	condoms	next	to	a	half-used	one.	There	was	a	lacy	red	bra	under
his	bed,	too.	If	I	ever	needed	proof	that	my	dad	was	dating	and	sexually	active,	I	got	it.

“Sophie,	you’re	a	17-year-old	girl	with	her	life	ahead	of	her.	I	would	hate	to	see	you
lose	your	future	because	you	made	an	ill-advised	decision.	If	you’d	be	more	comfortable
with	Denise,	I’ll	ask	her	to	take	you	to	the	doctor,	but	you	need	some	sort	of	birth
control.”

I’m	sure	I	turned	from	beet	red	to	fire-engine	red,	but	Dad	was	right.	Geoff	and	I	had
gotten	close	to	having	sex	the	other	night,	and	I	was	pretty	sure	he	hadn’t	brought	a
condom	on	him	at	the	time.	For	that	matter,	I	wasn’t	sure	if	he’d	been	tested	for	any
sexually	transmitted	diseases.	We	had	never	talked	about	that	before.	Geoff	had	been
sexually	active	in	the	not-too-distant	past.	He’d	probably	been	careful,	but	you	never
knew.	Thinking	about	losing	my	virginity	suddenly	took	on	a	whole	new	meaning.	Geoff
and	I	would	have	to	talk	about	this	soon.

“Daddy,	first	of	all,	I’m	a	virgin,	and	I	have	no	plans	on	not	being	one	anytime	soon,”	I
stated.	My	father	looked	visibly	relieved.	“But	just	so	you	know,	Dr.	Warner	put	me	on	the
pill	last	summer	before	I	went	back	to	school	because	of	that	cyst.”

The	summer	before,	I’d	developed	an	ovarian	cyst	that	was	so	painful	I	passed	out	at
the	grocery	store.	Denise	had	been	with	me	and	took	me	to	the	Women’s	Clinic	where	she
worked.

“Oh.	Well,	I	should	have	paid	more	attention	to	those	explanations	that	Blue

Cross	sent	me.	Look,	I’m	not	naïve	enough	to	believe	you’re	going	to	be	a	virgin	until
you	get	married.	I	just	want	you	to	be	safe.”

“Yeah,	I	guess,”	I	said,	thoroughly	embarrassed.

“Sophie,	I’d	rather	we	both	be	embarrassed	than	sorry.	It	wasn’t	that	long	ago	I	was	a
teenager.”

“Yeah,	I	bet.	I’ve	seen	the	proof.”



“Really?	What	proof?”	he	asked,	raising	an	eyebrow.

“You	don’t	want	to	hear	this.”

“Try	me.	You’re	my	kid.	I	wanna	see	if	my	brillance	has	been	passed	down.”

“Well,	first	the	house	smells	like	lemon	polish,	and	you	use	bleach.”

“I	could	have	hired	a	housekeeper,”	he	said,	unimpressed.	“Next.”

“Did	she	leave	a	box	of	condoms	for	you	in	your	sock	drawer	after	putting	away	your
boxers?	Or	a	lacy	red	bra	under	you	bed?”	I	asked	sweetly	as	my	dad’s	face	froze	in
shock.	“Maybe	I	should	be	having	the	safe-sex	talk	with	you,	Daddy.”

He	looked	at	me	for	a	moment	then	started	laughing.	“You	really	are	my	daughter.”

The	next	morning,	I	got	up	around	7	a.m.	to	have	coffee	with	him.

“Geoff	called	while	you	were	asleep,”	Dad	said.	“He	kept	apologizing	for	getting	the
time	conversion	wrong.”

I	smiled	in	spite	of	myself	as	I	grabbed	a	cup	of	coffee	and	joined	him.

Dad	finished	his	breakfast,	got	up,	and	left	for	work.	I	made	some	toast	and	was	about
to	start	eating	when	I	heard	someone	pounding	at	the	front	door.	Having	a	good	idea	of
who	it	was,	I	walked	over	to	open	it.

“Hey,	girl,”	Lex	said,	with	Heather	and	Kevin	behind	him.	Walking	into	the	kitchen,	he
grabbed	a	piece	of	the	toast.

“Hi,	guys,”	I	said,	hugging	them.

“Are	we	still	grocery	shopping?”	Heather	asked.	I	nodded,	needing	to	get	ingredients
to	make	Christmas	dinner	sides.	This	year	we	were	going	to	celebrate	with	Denise	at	her
house.	I	was	making	some	of	the	sides	and	all	of	the	pies.



Both	Lex	and	Kevin	groaned.	I	was	notorious	for	having	huge-ass	grocery	lists	with
lots	of	coupons.	A	grocery	store	trip	with	me	took	a	couple	of	hours.	“But	let’s	stop	at
IHOP	first,”	I	said,	earning	smiles	from	both	boys.

Lex	had	borrowed	his	dad’s	Explorer,	so	we	piled	in	and	headed	over	to	the	Vons.	“So,
guess	what?”	I	said	when	we	were	seated.	“I	got	some	news	from	school	last	night.”

“Let	me	guess	—	you	have	to	spend	another	year	there,”	Lex	said,	smirking.

“Ha	ha,”	I	said.	“They	invited	me	to	participate	in	the	annual	art	show.”

“Wow,	Sophie,	that’s	great!”	Heather	said.	“I	wish	I	could	be	there.”	Kevin	nodded	in
agreement.

“That’s	great,	Soph!	So,	what	does	this	mean	for	you?”	Lex	asked.

“Well,	basically	I	have	to	show	about	fifteen	paintings.	I’m	just	trying	to	figure	out
how	I’ll	fit	this	in	with	everything	else.	It’s	going	to	be	on	February	10.

“That	is	a	lot	of	work,”	Lex	said.	“Can	you	get	started	here?”

“The	problem	is	transporting	them	back.	I	guess	I	could	get	the	sketching	done	here,
and	then	I	can	translate	that	back	in	England.	If	I	do	well,	I’m	hoping	to	get	another
scholarship	for	college	out	of	it.”	I	was	getting	some	financial	aid	from	Rhode	Island	in
addition	to	my	presidential	scholarship,	but	it	was	not	going	to	cover	everything.

They	nodded.	We	were	all,	with	the	exception	of	Lex,	in	the	same	boat,	wondering
how	to	pay	for	college.	

“Speaking	of	which,	Lex,	have	you	made	a	decision	—	college	or	the	music	industry?”
Heather	asked.

He	looked	at	me	sheepishly	since	he	forgotten	to	tell	me	something.	“I	got	into

NYU,”	he	said.



“Lex,	that’s	amazing!	Are	you	going?”	I	asked,	genuinely	pleased	for	my	friend.

“Yeah.	As	my	mom	said,	it’s	a	one-in-a-million	opportunity,”	he	replied,	with	that
easy-going	attitude	of	his.	“Hey,	at	least	it’s	not	West	Point.	That’s	where	my	father
wanted	me	to	go.”

We	all	smiled,	feeling	wistful	about	how	our	lives	were	changing.	Heather,	Kevin,	and
Lex	were	experiencing	what	I	had	felt	all	those	years	ago	when	I	went	off	to	England.	I
knew	from	experience	that	they	wouldn’t	really	feel	it	until	they	moved	into	the	dorms.

We	spent	the	rest	of	breakfast	reminiscing	about	old	times.

The	rest	of	the	week	passed	like	that,	with	us	meeting	up	in	various	locations	and
hanging	out,	while	I	got	calls	from	Geoff	and	read	his	sweet	letters	at	night.	One	arrived
every	day.	He	and	I	had	come	to	a	decision	for	the	following	year.	Since	Oxford	didn’t
have	an	undergraduate	program	in	architecture,	I	would	go	to	RISD.	Geoff	wasn’t	sure	if
there	were	any	nearby	schools	that	were	still	taking	applications.	At	this	point,	we	realized
it	made	more	sense	to	stick	with	our	original	plan	and	then	look	into	each	of	us	doing	a
year	aboard.	In	my	case,	I	had	enough	credits	that	I	could	enter	RISD	as	a	sophomore,	so	I
would	probably	graduate	before	Geoff.

We	would	definitely	have	at	least	a	year’s	separation,	which	was	something	we	both
dreaded.	The	sad	part	was	that	if	someone	had	told	me	a	separation	would	be	the	least	of
my	problems,	I	wouldn’t	have	believed	it.



Chapter	18:	Merry	Christmas

Sophie’s	Perspective

It	was	now	Christmas	Eve,	and	I	was	in	my	kitchen	with	Heather,	cooking	my	part	for
Denise’s	dinner.	I	was	cooking	the	side	dishes	so	I	would	not	have	to	hurry	tomorrow	on
Christmas	Day.

I	was	elbow	deep	in	piecrust	when	the	phone	rang.	“Heather,	can	you	get	that?”	I
asked,	thinking	it	was	probably	a	telemarketer.

“No	problem,”	Heather	said,	picking	up	the	phone.	“Hello?”

I	concentrated	on	my	dough	until	I	heard	her	say,	“Oh,	hi,	Geoff.”

As	I	turned	to	look	at	her,	she	smirked	back	at	me.	“It’s	Heather,	Sophie’s	best	friend.”

“Heather,	give	me	the	phone,”	I	demanded,	putting	down	the	piecrust.

She	just	kept	grinning.	“She’s	right	here,	but	she’s	covered	in	flour.	We’re	baking.	Any
questions	about	her	I	can	answer	for	you?”

“Heather!”	I	exclaimed,	thinking	of	all	the	dirt	she	had	on	me.	A	spin-the-bottle
session	in	the	sixth	grade	came	to	mind,	along	with	the	memory	of	me	clinking	braces
with	Mark	Jenning.

“Well,	let	me	tell	you	this,	Geoff	—	she’s	the	best	person	I	know,”	she	said,	laughing	at
me	and	passing	the	phone.

Sticking	my	tongue	out	at	her,	I	grabbed	the	receiver.	“Hello,”	I	said,	glaring	her.

Geoff	was	laughing.	“Hi,	love.	Merry	Christmas.	So,	Heather	is	the	one	I	go	to	if	I
want	all	your	secrets?”



Yes,	and	she	would	probably	give	them	all	to	you,	I	thought.	“Hmm,	what	would	you
rather	have	—	dirt	or	sexy	time	with	me?”	I	asked	sweetly,	watching	Heather	go	beet	red
for	a	minute.	I	winked	at	her.

“Tough	call,”	he	said.	I	could	hear	the	grin	in	his	voice.	“While	the	strain	in	my
trousers	says	sexy	time,	my	mind	says	I	may	never	get	another	chance	again.”

Now	I	laughed.	“Merry	Christmas,	Geoff.	What	time	is	it	over	there?”	I	asked,
glancing	at	the	clock.	Here,	it	was	3:45,	so	it	was	close	to	midnight	in	England.

“About	a	quarter	to	12.	We’re	leaving	for	midnight	mass	at	my	grandfather’s	church.	I
just	wanted	to	wish	you	a	Happy	Christmas.”

“I	miss	you,”	I	said,	wishing	we	could	be	together	at	that	moment.

“Me,	too,”	he	said.	“Let’s	try	to	be	together	next	year.”

I	sniffled,	realizing	I	wasn’t	sure	where	I	would	be	next	year.	While	we’d	come	to	the
conclusion	a	couple	of	days	ago	to	stick	with	the	original	plan,	that	meant	we	were	going
to	be	more	than	3,000	miles	from	each	other.	The	finality	of	that	decision	was	stressing
out	both	of	us.

“Yes,	Geoff,”	I	said,	truly	meaning	and	hoping	by	some	miracle	it	would	be	possible.

We	stayed	quiet	for	a	moment.	“Listen,	love.	There’s	a	reason	I’m	calling	you.

Did	you	get	a	delivery	yet?”

“No.	What	am	I	looking	for?”

“Special	delivery,”	he	said.	In	my	mind,	I	could	see	him	grinning	right	now.	On	cue,
the	doorbell	rang.

“Well,	your	timing	is	impeccable,”	I	said.	“The	doorbell	just	rang.	Hold	up.”



Wiping	my	hands,	I	gave	the	phone	to	Heather	and	walked	to	the	door.

“Delivery	for	the	Walker	family,”	the	deliveryman	said,	holding	a	box.

“Thank	you,”	I	said,	getting	a	couple	of	dollars	from	my	pocket	for	a	tip	and	signing
the	bill.

“No,	thank	you,	and	Merry	Christmas,”	he	said,	beaming	at	me	when	I	gave	him	the
money.

I	took	the	box	to	the	kitchen.	Curious,	Heather	gave	me	back	the	phone	and	ran	to	get
something	to	open	the	box.

“We	just	got	a	delivery	from	the	florist	down	the	street,”	I	said.	“Geoff,	what	did	you
do?”

“I	didn’t	do	anything,	darling.	That’s	from	my	parents.”

Heather	returned	with	a	box	cutter.	I	opened	the	package,	and	sitting	inside	was	a
beautiful	Christmas	wreath.	It	was	evergreen	with	holly	and	red	and	silver	balls.	The	holly
leaves	were	tinged	with	gold,	too.	A	card	was	attached	to	it.	“Wishing	a	Happy	Christmas
to	the	Walker	Family.	Best	wishes	and	felicitations	for	a	Happy	New	Year.	The	Carmichael
Family.”

“Geoff,	this	is	so	beautiful!	Are	your	parents	there?	I	want	to	thank	them,”	I	said.

“Sure,	my	mum	is	right	beside	me.	Mum,	Sophie	got	your	gift.”

“Happy	Christmas,	Sophie,”	Imogen	said,	getting	on	the	phone.

“Merry	Christmas,	Imogen.	Thank	you	for	the	beautiful	wreath.”

“It	was	our	pleasure.	Thank	you	so	very	much	for	the	lovely	gift.”	For	Christmas,

I’d	given	her	and	Duncan	a	portrait	that	I’d	painted	of	Geoff	and	Emma.



“Now,	that	was	my	pleasure,”	I	said,	pleased	that	they	had	liked	it.

“Geoff	and	Emma	told	me	that	you	will	be	presenting	an	art	show	in	February,”	she
said.	“Duncan	and	I	are	planning	to	come.”

“Thanks!	My	dad	might	come,	too,	if	he	can	get	the	time	off.”

“That	would	be	lovely.	I	can’t	wait	to	meet	him,”	she	said.	“Have	a	good	holiday,
Sophie.”

“You,	too,	and	please	give	my	best	to	Duncan.”

“Most	definitely.	I	hope	we’ll	have	you	next	year	for	Christmas,”	she	said.	“Here’s
Geoff.”

“Thanks,”	I	said,	feeling	my	eyes	well	up	for	a	minute.

“Thanks,	Mum.	Hi,	love,”	he	said.

“Hey,	I	really	miss	you,	Geoff.”

Heather	looked	at	me,	a	little	concerned.

“Me,	too,”	he	said.

I	imagined	him	with	me	right	now,	stroking	my	hair.

“Hey,	none	of	that	—	we’re	going	to	be	seeing	each	other	soon.”

“Right.	Listen,	you’d	better	get	going,”	I	said.	“You	need	to	get	to	church,	and	I	have
to	finish	my	pies.”

“Right.	Call	me	tomorrow?”



“You	bet,”	I	said.	“Merry	Christmas,	Geoff.”

“Happy	Christmas,	Sophie.”	Lingering	on	the	phone	for	a	few	more	minutes,	we
finally	had	to	hang	up.

Heather	gently	put	her	hand	on	my	arm.	“Sophie,	are	you	okay?”

Sniffling,	I	shook	my	head	and	looked	away,	embarrassed	and	sad	at	the	same	time.
Heather	frowned	and	put	the	finished	pies	in	the	oven.	Grabbing	our	sweaters,	she	said,
“Let’s	go	for	a	walk.”

Nodding,	I	took	my	sweater,	and	we	strolled	outside	to	the	greenbelt	behind	my
backyard.	“I’m	so	miserable,	Heather.	I	don’t	know	what	I’m	going	to	do.	Next	year,	I’ll
be	three	thousand	miles	away	from	him.	If	I’m	this	miserable	after	a	week,	how	will	I	be
in	June?”

Heather	looked	at	me	as	we	walked.	“Sophie,	I	can’t	relate	to	you	since	my	boyfriend
has	always	been	two	houses	from	me	and	is	going	to	the	same	college	as	me	in	the	fall.	I
wish	I	could	I	make	this	better	for	you,	I	really	do.	But	you	have	to	keep	the	faith	that	this
could	work	if	you	both	want	it.”

I	stayed	silent.

She	and	I	did	a	couple	of	laps	around	the	greenbelt	before	heading	back	to	the	house.
The	ocean	breeze	helped	calm	me.	Heather	looked	at	me	sadly.	“Sophie,	one	way	or
another,	it	will	be	okay.”

I	ended	up	having	Christmas	Eve	supper	with	Heather	and	her	family	since	my	dad	had
to	work	that	night.	We	typically	celebrated	on	Christmas	Day.	After	I	drove	home,	I
walked	into	the	house	and	turned	on	the	TV	to	watch	It’s	a	Wonderful	Life.	My	dad	came
home	around	11.	He	woke	me	just	in	time	for	Zuzu’s	petals	to	be	found	in	George	Bailey’s
pocket.

“Sophie,	honey,	wake	up,”	he	said,	shaking	me	gently.

“Hi,	Daddy.”	I	yawned.	Looking	around,	I	saw	that	he	had	obviously	put	out	the



presents	while	I	was	asleep.

“Waiting	for	Santa?”	he	teased	me.

“Yup,	and	I	missed	him	again,”	I	said.

“Maybe	next	year.	You	need	to	get	to	bed.”

Nodding,	I	stood	to	go	upstairs.	My	dad	took	another	look	at	me.	“Sophie,	honey,	have
you	been	crying?”

“Geoff’s	family	sent	over	a	gift.”	I	pointed	to	the	wreath	on	the	table.

Dad	walked	over	to	see	it	up	close.	“It’s	beautiful,	but	why	did	it	bring	you	to	tears?”
he	asked.

“It’s	stupid,”	I	said.	“I	just	missed	Geoff	all	of	a	sudden.”

My	dad	gazed	at	me	for	a	minute.	“Soph,	let’s	go	to	the	kitchen	for	a	moment,”	he
said.	“I	have	a	real	craving	for	hot	chocolate	right	now.”

He	grabbed	the	Swiss	Miss	box	from	the	counter	and	made	two	cups	for	us.	“You
know,	you	were	tiny	when	your	mom	left,”	he	said.	“So,	you	probably	don’t	remember	the
nuts	and	bolts	of	everything	that	happened.”

I	shook	my	head,	wondering	where	this	was	going.	Neither	my	dad	nor	mom	had	ever
discussed	their	divorce	with	me,	saying	only	that	they	were	better	off	as	friends,	though
that	was	hardly	the	term	I	would	use	to	describe	them.

“So,	you	probably	don’t	remember	what	a	mess	I	was	after	she	left,”	he	said.	“It	took	a
long	time	for	me	get	over	her.”

I	stared	at	him.	“What	are	you	saying,	Dad?”

“What	I’m	saying	is	it’s	natural	to	miss	someone	like	this,	and	it	gets	easier	with	time.
When	I	was	in	the	army,	it	hurt	like	nothing	else	when	I	was	away	from	your	mom.	It	hurt



even	more	when	she	left,	even	though	we	both	knew	it	was	the	right	thing	for	you	and	us.
Baby,	often,	the	right	decision	is	not	the	easy	one.	The	other	stuff	will	fall	where	it	should.
It	may	not	have	worked	out	for	your	mom	and	me,	but	we	stayed	together	long	enough	to
bring	you	into	the	world,	and	that’s	the	best	thing	we’ve	ever	done.	Even	your	mom	will
say	so.”

I	nodded.	“Thanks,	Dad,”	I	said,	wondering	how,	for	a	guy	with	usually	few	words,	he
managed	to	sum	everything	up	so	nicely.

“Remember	to	call	your	mom	tomorrow,”	he	said	as	we	walked	upstairs.	I	didn’t	want
to	get	into	an	argument,	so	I	nodded	and	decided	to	call	during	a	time	I	knew	she	would	be
out.	It	was	childish,	but	I	didn’t	want	to	be	upset	on	Christmas	Day.

The	next	morning,	we	got	up	in	our	pajamas	and	stumbled	down	to	open	presents	at	9
a.m.	Unlike	when	I	was	a	little	kid,	we	opted	to	have	breakfast	first.	My	dad	had	picked	up
bagels	on	the	way	home	the	night	before,	and	I	slathered	cream	cheese	on	them.	After
lunch,	we	planned	to	go	to	Denise’s	house	for	round	two.	I	was	going	to	hang	out	with	her
kids,	Brian	and	Jennifer,	along	with	Jennifer’s	new	boyfriend,	Tim.	Apparently,	we	had	a
connection.	He	was	a	friend	of	my	old	boyfriend,	Jed,	from	a	couple	of	years	ago.	Jed	was
visiting	his	grandparents	for	the	summer	when	we	dated	and	I	had	my	first	real	kiss	with
him.	Small	world,	I	thought	to	myself,	as	I	arranged	the	presents.

My	dad	loved	the	medal	display	I	gave	him.	His	Vietnam	and	fire	department	medals
were	soon	shining	proudly	from	it.	He	also	loved	the	CDs	that	I	bought	to	replace	the
records	he	had	worn	out.	I	had	gotten	the	usual	sweaters	and	art	supplies	that	I	normally
received	each	year.	This	year,	my	dad	also	gave	me	a	custom-made	paint	case.

“Daddy,”	I	choked,	running	my	fingers	on	the	buffed	cherry	wood.	On	top	of	the	box
was	a	brass	placard	with	my	name	on	it	in	script:	Sophia	Eleanor	Walker.

“You	like	it,	baby?”

“I	love	it!”

“Great,	honey,”	he	said.	“Listen,	I	need	your	help.	Could	you	set	up	an	email	account
for	me?”

“Sure,”	I	said,	“But	I	can	do	it	later,	on	Denise’s	computer.”



“Actually,	I	was	hoping	you	could	do	it	for	me	now,”	he	said,	pulling	out	one	last	gift
from	behind	the	recliner.	It	was	long	and	deep.

“Dad,”	I	whispered,	looking	at	the	glossy	paper	saying	Santa	was	coming	to	town	with
Rudolph.

“Open	it,”	he	said,	beaming	at	me.

Gingerly,	I	touched	the	gift	for	a	minute	and	then	proceeded	to	rip	the	paper	off	like	a
five-year-old.	Proudly	displayed	in	its	box	was	a	new	Mac	PowerBook.	My	jaw	dropped.	I
couldn’t	believe	it.	“Daddy!”

My	dad	was	wearing	his	best	grin	for	me.	“Now,	you	didn’t	think	I	was	going	to	let
you	go	off	to	college	without	a	new	computer,	did	you?”

I	jumped	up	and	hugged	him.	“Daddy,	I	saved	up	for	this.”

“I	know,	Baby,	but	trust	me	—	you’re	going	to	need	that	money	one	day,”	he	said,
rubbing	my	back.	“Plus,	your	mom	and	Denise	helped	with	this.”

“Thanks,	Dad,	really	thanks,”	I	said,	my	eyes	stinging	a	little,	not	knowing	what	to	say,
and	surprised	that	Mary	had	helped	with	it.

“Now,	set	this	thing	up,”	he	said.	“I	want	to	learn	how	to	use	that	email	thing	so	I	can
embarrass	you	at	Rhode	Island	next	year.”

The	morning	was	spent	with	me	setting	up	my	new	computer	and	showing	my	dad
how	to	use	email.	It	was	like	him	teaching	me	how	to	drive	—	painful	but	necessary	and,
ultimately,	beneficial	for	both	of	us.

Then	my	dad	made	me	call	my	mother	at	a	time	he	knew	she	would	be	in,	foiling	my
earlier	plan	of	avoidance.	I	briefly	called	her	to	wish	her	and	Bruce	a	Merry	Christmas	and
to	thank	her	for	the	computer.	We	both	wisely	avoided	any	hurtful	topics.	Geoff	called
around	10:30	a.m.	to	see	how	I	was	doing.	It	was	a	bittersweet	conversation,	as	he	was
scheduled	to	leave	that	afternoon	for	his	ski	trip	with	Emma.	Since	he	would	be	sharing	a
hotel	room	with	four	other	guys,	it	would	be	harder	to	talk	to	him.



I	pushed	those	thoughts	out	of	my	head	as	I	got	ready	to	go	to	Denise’s	house.	“Soph,
can	I	talk	to	you	for	a	minute?”	my	dad	asked,	walking	into	my	bedroom.

“Sure,	Dad.	What’s	up?”	I	said,	while	donning	the	locket	from	Geoff	and	the	new
earrings	my	mom	had	given	to	me.

“I’ve	made	a	decision	that	I	want	to	talk	to	you	about.”

“What’s	that?”	I	asked,	picking	up	my	jacket	from	my	desk	chair.

“You	like	Denise,	right?”	he	asked,	a	touch	of	his	Arkansas	twang	coming	across.	That
happened	only	when	he	was	serious	about	something.

“Of	course	I	do,	Dad.	Are	you	trying	to	tell	me	I’m	about	to	get	that	baby	brother	or
sister	I	used	to	ask	for?”	I	asked,	trying	into	inject	some	humor	into	the	moment.

He	laughed.	“Not	quite,	unless	you’re	thinking	about	Jennifer	and	Brian.	Sophie,	I
want	to	ask	Denise	to	marry	me.”	His	eyes	shined	with	anticipation,	waiting	for	my
response.

I	got	quiet	for	a	minute.	“Daddy,	I	think	that’s	great,”	I	said,	giving	him	a	hug,	glad	he
had	found	someone	permanent	in	his	life	other	than	me.	“When	are	you	going	to	ask	her?”

He	looked	relieved.	“New	Year’s.	I	would	really	love	it	if	you	could	help	me	pick	the
ring.”

“You	got	it,”	I	said,	smiling.	“When’s	your	next	day	off?”

“Day	after	tomorrow,”	he	replied.	“Shall	we	go	to	Denise’s	now?”

“Please!	I	am	starving.”

Christmas	dinner	was	a	different	experience	than	years	before.	There	was	a	finality	to
this	year	that	I	hadn’t	felt	in	the	past	as	so	many	things	were	changing.	It	would	never	be



just	me	and	my	dad	again.	We	would	be	a	blended	family	next	year	and	if	things	worked
out	with	Geoff	that	would	add	even	more	changes.	While	I	loved	having	Denise	and	her
kids	in	our	lives,	I	felt	some	nostalgia	for	the	past	as	we	pulled	up	to	their	house.

We	rang	the	bell	and	Brian	opened	the	door.	“Merry	Christmas!”	he	said,	pulling	me
into	a	hug.

“Merry	Christmas!”	I	said	returning	the	embrace.	It	was	impossible	not	to	love	Brian
—	he	was	a	like	a	ray	of	sunshine.	“Where	are	your	mom	and	sister?”	I	asked.

“Kitchen.	They	need	to	feed	the	beast,”	Tim	said,	coming	up	to	greet	us	and	shoving
Brian	gently.	At	fifteen,	Brian	sucked	up	all	food	like	a	like	a	Hoover.

I	walked	back	to	the	kitchen	as	the	guys	decided	to	check	out	whatever	game	was	on
the	TV.	Denise	and	Jennifer	were	busy	plating	things.

“Sophie,”	Jennifer	said,	coming	over	to	hug	me.	A	year	older	than	I,	she	attended
UCSF	and	was	studying	design.	Tim	also	attended	UCSF	and	was	studying	to	be	a
computer	programmer.	They	were	living	together,	but	Denise	was	not	currently	aware	of
that	situation.	Jennifer	had	told	me	that	little	tidbit	during	my	last	visit	over	the	summer.

“Hi,	Merry	Christmas!	What	can	I	do?”	I	asked	setting	the	dishes	I’d	prepared	on	the
table.

“Sit	down,	and	enjoy	yourself,”	Denise	said,	coming	to	hug	me	while	bringing	a	tray
of	hors	d’oeuvres.

“Thanks,	but	seriously,	what	can	I	do?”

“Well,	if	you	insist,	you	could	get	the	eggnog	ready.”

“So,	Mom	says	you	have	an	art	show	coming	up?”	Jennifer	asked,	bringing	over	punch
cups.

“Yeah.	I	have	no	idea	how	I’m	going	to	manage	all	of	this,”	I	said,	starting	to	ladle	out
the	drinks.



“I	think	you’ll	be	fine,	Sophie,”	Denise	said.	“I’ve	been	speaking	with	your	father.
Assuming	that	he	gets	the	time	off,	I’d	like	to	come	with	him	to	your	showing.”

“Really?	I	would	love	that!	Do	you	think	you	could?”

“Sure,	I	have	some	time	coming	to	me,”	she	said,	smiling.

I	finished	catching	up	with	Denise	and	Jennifer,	and	we	served	dinner	to	the

guys.

“Sophie,	what	are	you	doing	for	New	Year’s?”	Brian	asked.

“Just	dinner	so	far,”	I	said,	pointing	to	my	dad	and	Denise.

“We’re	going	to	have	a	bonfire,”	Timothy	said.	“You	should	come	with	your	friends.”

“Sounds	like	a	plan,”	I	said,	excited	and	feeling	a	little	forlorn.	This	was	something	I
would	have	loved	to	share	with	Geoff.

We	spent	the	rest	of	the	meal	talking	about	this	Christmas	and	previous	ones.	Brian	and
Jennifer	told	some	hilarious	stories	about	their	father,	Jack,	who	had	died	years	before.	My
favorite	one	was	when	Jack	pretended	to	be	Santa	Claus	when	Jennifer	and	Brian	were
small,	and	he	had	crazy-glued	the	beard	to	his	face.	He	wasn’t	able	to	get	it	off	until	New
Year’s.	My	dad	had	been	friends	with	Jack	before	his	death,	so	he	was	in	stitches	too,
remembering	Jack	in	his	paramedic’s	uniform	with	Kris	Kringle	accessories.

The	night	flew	by	with	a	surprise	from	Jennifer	and	Timothy.

“Mom,	we	have	an	announcement	to	make,”	Jennifer	said,	showing	the	ring	on	her
necklace.

“Oh	my	God!”	Denise	got	up	to	hug	her	daughter.

My	dad	and	I	smiled	at	each	other	since	we	were	hoping	that	there’d	be	another	one	to
announce	next	week.	“Tell	us	how	it	happened,”	I	said.



“I	proposed	the	night	before	we	left	school	to	come	home,”	Timothy	said.

“Literally,	he	did	it	on	the	train	platform	before	we	left,”	Jennifer	said,	her	eyes	misting
over	a	little.

We	celebrated	with	some	unopened	champagne	that	Denise	still	had	from	her	wedding
to	Jack.	My	dad	didn’t	even	raise	an	eyebrow	when	I	took	a	glass.	For	a	moment,	I
wondered	what	it	would	be	like	if	Geoff	proposed	to	me.	We	obviously	were	nowhere	near
that	stage,	but	the	vision	of	him	on	a	knee	with	a	ring	was	a	strong	one.



Chapter	19:	Reality	Bites

Sophie’s	Perspective

The	next	morning,	I	was	reading	the	paper	when	Heather	walked	in,	seeming	rather
quiet.	“Hey.	Ready	to	hit	the	sales?”	I	asked.	Heather	loved	to	shop	the	day	after
Christmas,	or	Boxing	Day,	as	Geoff	and	Emma	referred	to	it.

“Sure,”	she	said,	looking	distracted.	“How	was	dinner	at	Denise’s?”

“Great!	Hey,	guess	what?	Jennifer	got	engaged.	They’re	planning	a	wedding	next
winter,	and	she	wants	me	to	be	a	bridesmaid.	Isn’t	that	a	trip?”

“Yeah,”	she	said,	clearly	uninterested.	I	knew	that	look.	It	was	the	same	one	she’d	had
when	she	got	her	first	speeding	ticket.

“Heather,	what’s	the	matter?”	A	good	wedding	always	got	her	juices	flowing.

“I	had	sex	with	Kevin”	she	blurted	out.	“It	was	right	after	Halloween.”

“Wow.”	I	was	stunned.	“How	was	it?”

“It	was	great.	He	was	really	great,”	she	said,	her	eyes	glistening.

“Then	what’s	the	problem?”	I	asked,	scared	of	the	answer.

“Sophie,	have	you	and	Geoff	had	sex	yet?”

“Uh,	no.	I	mean,	we’ve	fooled	around	a	little.”	Then	I	mumbled.	“And	I	may	have
gone	down	on	him	and	vice	versa.”	“Wow,	Sophie,”	she	said,	wiggling	her	eyebrows.
“Geoff	is	letting	the	wild	woman	out	of	you.”

“I	know,	I’m	turning	in	to	a	Grade	A	slut.	Heather,	you’re	changing	the	subject.”	She
always	did	that	when	she	had	bad	news.	I	had	a	sinking	feeling	about	what	she	was



freaking	over.

“I’m	late,”	she	whispered.

“You’re	what?”	I	asked,	shocked.	This	was	Heather,	the	Rev.	Thompson’s	daughter.	It
was	inconceivable	that	she’d	had	sex,	let	alone	possibly	gotten	pregnant.

“I’m	late,”	she	said	again	and	burst	into	tears.

I	hugged	her	and	patted	her	back.	When	Heather	calmed	down,	I	asked,	“Does	Kevin
know?”

“No.”

“Have	you	taken	a	test?”

Heather	shook	her	head.	“I	just	want	this	to	go	away.”

“You	need	to	take	one,”	I	said,	understanding	why	she	didn’t	want	to.

“I	can’t	get	it	here,”	Heather	said.	That,	I	understood.	Our	community	was	small
enough	that	any	pregnancy	test	purchase	at	the	Thrifty’s	down	the	street	would	not	be
anonymous.	Especially	when	it	involved	the	preacher’s	daughter.

“Okay,	road	trip	to	Santa	Barbara,”	I	suggested,	grabbing	my	purse	and	trying	to	keep
my	breakfast	down.

Silently,	we	got	into	my	old	VW	bug	and	made	our	way	to	the	101	freeway.	It	had	to
be	the	most	awkward	drive	we	ever	took	together.	Once	we	hit	the	city,	I	pulled	over	to	the
first	drugstore	I	saw.	We	grabbed	a	test	that	promised	results	in	five	minutes	or	less.	The
clerk	gave	us	a	snide	look	when	we	bought	it.

“Don’t	let	him	get	to	you,”	I	whispered,	holding	her	hand.

She	just	nodded.	I	wished	I	could	take	away	her	fear.	For	a	brief,	illogical	minute,	I



was	furious	with	Kevin,	who	should	have	been	here	to	comfort	her.	“Do	you	want	to	take
it	here	or	at	my	house?”	I	asked,	grabbing	the	bag	from	the	asshole	clerk.

“Here,	I	guess.”	Heather	looked	like	she	wanted	to	do	anything	but	that.	We	walked	to
the	bathroom	in	the	back	of	the	store,	and	Heather	stepped	into	the	stall	to	take	the	test.

She	walked	out	with	the	test	and	placed	it	on	the	shelf	by	the	paper-towel	dispenser
while	she	washed	her	hands.	“What	am	I	going	to	do	if	it’s	positive?”	she	whispered.
“Sophie,	we’re	too	young	for	this.”

“I	know.	We’ll	figure	it	out	together,”	I	said,	holding	her	hand.	I	hoped	that	if	it	was
positive,	Kevin	would	be	there	for	her	and	the	baby.	I	didn’t	think	Heather	could	live	with
an	abortion,	and	I	was	pretty	sure	her	parents	wouldn’t	want	her	to	keep	a	baby.

“Sophie,	I	need	you	to	check	it.	Please?”

I	nodded	and	walked	over	to	the	shelf	to	look	at	the	test	result.	It	was	pink.	Grabbing
the	box,	I	saw	that	pink	was	negative	for	pregnancy	and	that	blue	was	positive,	not	some
weird	predictor	for	gender.	Taking	a	deep	sigh	of	relief,	I	turned	around	with	a	smile.
“Negative.	You’re	not	pregnant.”

“Oh,	thank	God,”	she	said,	bursting	into	tears	again.

We	hugged	and	left	the	store,	throwing	the	test	in	the	garbage.	Walking	back	to	my
VW,	we	headed	back	to	Goleta.	“You	should	tell	Kevin,”	I	said.

“I’m	scared	he’ll	break	up	with	me.”

“Then	it’s	his	issue,	not	yours,”	I	said,	feeling	angry	at	Kevin.	Heather	had	been
keeping	this	to	herself	for	a	while.

“Ouch,”	she	said	and	then	started	laughing.

“What?”	I	wondered	what	the	hell	was	so	funny	about	this	situation.

“I	think	I	just	got	my	period,”	she	said.	With	that,	we	both	burst	out	laughing	at	the



irony,	tears	running	down	her	face.

“Drop	me	off	at	Kevin’s,”	she	said	after	we	finally	calmed	down.

“Are	you	going	to	tell	him?”

“Yeah.	I	should	have	told	him	to	begin	with.	I’m	sorry,	Sophie.”

“Don’t	be	sorry,	Heather.	You	know	I	would	help	you	any	time.”

“I’m	not	ready	for	this	yet,”	she	said,	remorse	in	her	voice.	“I	hope	he	won’t	break	up
with	me.”

I	hoped	so,	too.	Kevin	and	Heather	had	been	together	since	junior	high.	But	it	was	hard
to	find	any	guy	willing	to	go	backwards	once	Pandora’s	Box	had	been	opened.

We	hugged,	and	she	got	out	and	walked	to	Kevin’s	front	door.	He	smiled	when	he
opened	it	and	waved	at	me.

I	waved	back	and	got	moving.	I’m	sure	he	was	confused	as	to	why	I	hadn’t	got	out,
too,	but	they	needed	privacy	for	this	conversion.	On	the	drive	home,	the	reality	of	their
situation	hit	me.	Geoff	had	been	up	front	with	me	about	everything	he	had	ever	done
sexually.	At	first,	it	had	been	a	little	daunting,	given	the	fact	I	knew	some	of	his	exes.
However,	Geoff	also	told	me	he	would	wait	forever,	and	if	I	ever	wanted	to	step	back,	he
would,	no	questions	asked.

I	felt	warm	and	loved	when	I	thought	how	he	had	spontaneously	given	me	that
declaration.	Then,	the	reality	of	what	I	had	already	done	with	him	hit	me	in	the	face.

While	we	hadn’t	had	sex	and	I	couldn’t	possibly	be	pregnant	from	a	blowjob,	I	had	put
him	in	my	mouth.	He	had	ejaculated	all	over	me.	I	had	exposed	myself	to	whatever	he
might	have.	The	enormity	of	that	engulfed	me.	I	thought	back	to	the	movie	Lex	had	taken
me	see	over	the	summer,	Kidz.	The	girl	in	the	movie	had	sex	one	time	and	had	gotten	HIV.
Geoff	hadn’t	been	choosy	in	the	past,	and	while	he	swore	that	he’d	never	had	unprotected
sex,	it	didn’t	mean	condoms	were	100%	effective.	His	partners	had	been	equally
indiscriminant,	as	evidenced	by	Vivienne’s	indiscretions.

I	felt	a	panic	attack	coming	on	and	had	to	pull	over	for	a	minute.	My	house	was	just	up



the	street.	Taking	a	cleansing	breath,	I	restarted	the	engine	and	pulled	into	the	driveway.
Getting	out	of	the	VW,	I	pulled	the	paper	out	of	my	purse	with	Geoff’s	hotel	information
on	it.	He’d	emailed	it	me	right	after	he	arrived.	Dashing	into	the	house,	I	drew	out	my
calling	card	and	dialed	the	hotel.

Hearing	the	European	ring	tone,	I	tried	to	get	a	grip	on	my	anxiety.	I	wasn’t	having
much	success.	“Bonsoir.	Chalet	Guglia.	Mon	nom	est	Marcel.	Comment	puis-je	être	de
service?”	the	receptionist	said.

Great,	I	thought,	remembering	they	were	in	Switzerland.	Wondering	how	my	limited
French	was	going	to	help	me,	I	asked,	“Uh,	bon	jour.	Parlez-vous	anglais?”

“Mademoiselle,	I	speak	English.	How	can	I	be	of	assistance?”	he	asked.

“This	is	Sophie	Walker,	and	I’m	trying	to	reach	Geoff	Carmichael.	I	believe	he’s
staying	in	room	345.”	

“Ah,	yes.	One	moment,	please,”	he	said.	Then,	someone	in	Geoff’s	room	picked	up
and	called	out	for	him.	I	couldn’t	place	the	voice.

“Hullo,”	I	heard	Geoff	say	finally.

“Ah,	yes,	Monsieur	Carmichael.	I	have	a	Mademoiselle	Walker	on	the	phone	for	you,”
he	said.

“Oh.	Please	put	her	through.	Sophie?”	There	was	a	lot	of	music	in	the	background.

“Hey,	are	you	having	a	party	right	now?”	I	asked.

“Yeah,	they’re	always	having	a	fucking	party	here.	Is	everything	okay?”

“No,	not	really.”	I	swallowed,	not	wanting	to	do	this	over	the	phone.

“Okay,	hold	on.	I’m	going	to	another	room.”	A	couple	of	minutes	later,	Geoff	picked
up	the	phone	again.	This	time	the	room	was	quiet.



“Sophie,	what’s	the	matter,	love?”

“I	just	got	back	from	taking	Heather	to	the	drugstore.	She	thought	she	was	pregnant.”

I	could	hear	him	take	a	deep	breath	on	the	other	end.	“Well,	I	can	see	why	that	would
be	upsetting.	Is	she?”

“No,	she	isn’t.”

“Okay.	Well,	good,”	he	said.

“But	here’s	the	thing,	Geoff.	It	got	me	thinking.	You	have	a	lot	of	experience.”

He	interrupted.	“I	told	you	before,	Sophie	—	we	won’t	have	sex	until	we’re	both	ready
for	it.”

“I	know,	and	that	isn’t	what	I’m	I	worried	about.	Geoff,	you’ve	been	with	other	girls.”
Then,	I	just	blurted	it	out.	“Have	you	ever	been	tested	for	HIV?”

“Uh,	no.	But	I’ve	always	been	safe.”

“Really?	Have	you	always	used	a	condom,	every	time?	And	can	you	be	sure	that	your
partners	were	as	safe?”

“Sophie,	I	swear,	I	have	used	a	condom	every	time.	The	last	thing	I	need	at	this	point
in	my	life	is	a	baby,”	he	said,	the	irritation	starting	to	show.	I	couldn’t	blame	him.	I
wouldn’t	want	to	be	on	the	receiving	end	of	this	conversation	either,	but	we	needed	to
have	it.

“Have	you	ever	had	sex	while	you	were	drunk?”	I	asked,	pinching	the	bridge	of	my
nose,	knowing	the	answer	internally.

He	was	silent	for	a	minute,	so	I	continued.	“Can	you	be	certain	you	were	safe	then?
I’m	sorry	for	the	third	degree,	but	I	need	to	know	for	my	own	health,	and	I	know	I’m



doing	this	ass	backwards.	But	I	went	down	on	you,	and	I’m	scared,”	I	said,	my	voice
starting	to	crack.

“I’m	sorry,	baby,”	he	said	softly.	“You	know,	this	is	stupid.	Look,	I’m	almost	one
hundred	percent	certain	that	I’m	fine,	but	I’ll	get	tested	when	I	get	back	home.	This	way,
we’ll	know	for	sure,	okay?	I	don’t	want	you	to	be	scared	of	anything	we	do	together.”

“Thank	you,	Geoff.	I	love	you.	Listen,	I’m	sorry	—	this	whole	thing	with	Heather
threw	me	for	a	loop.”

“I	don’t	blame	you,	and	frankly,	this	is	something	I	should	have	done	when	I	broke	up
with	Vivienne.	Don’t	worry,	love.	We’re	going	to	see	each	other	in	a	week.	We	can	deal
with	the	heavy	stuff	when	you	get	back.	I	love	you.”

For	the	first	time	in	my	entire	life,	I	couldn’t	wait	for	a	vacation	to	end.	“I	love	you,
too.	Go	have	some	fun.”

Geoff’s	Perspective

I	listened	to	the	dial	tone	for	a	minute.	When	I	had	planned	this	holiday	with	Emma,
David,	and	Simon	back	in	September,	I	didn’t	think	I	would	be	this	morose	or	find	the
whole	thing	so	damn	boring.

Since	we	had	gotten	here,	it	had	been	one	non-stop	party.	While	this	would	have
appealed	to	me	last	year	or	maybe	even	more	if	Sophie	were	here,	I	was	finding	the	whole
thing	tedious.	It	wasn’t	new	or	interesting	anymore.	It	was	just	the	same	thing,	over	and
over	again.	The	people	were	the	same,	the	liquor	was	the	same,	the	drugs,	everything.

When	I’d	first	gotten	here,	I	had	indulged	in	a	little	chemical	fun,	but	after	one	line	of
coke	and	a	joint,	I	had	the	most	god-awful	hallucination	of	Sophie	looking	at	me,
disappointed.	I	hated	the	paranoia	both	Emma	and	I	get	from	pot,	and	adding	coke	on	top
of	that	just	makes	it	worse	for	both	of	us.	I	was	hoping	maybe	she	would	get	so	churned
up	she’d	break	up	with	that	ass	Simon,	but	no	such	luck	yet.

To	top	it	off,	Vivienne	wouldn’t	stop	hitting	on	me.	She	claimed	that	she	and	Stas	were
on	a	break	and	were	allowing	each	other	to	hook	up.	Like	I	cared.	Staring	at	the	phone,	I
realized	that	what	I	needed	was	more	than	5,000	miles	away	in	some	tiny	town	in
California.



Making	a	split-second	decision,	I	called	the	front	desk	and	asked	for	a	car	service.

Emma	walked	in,	her	eyes	a	little	red	from	the	joint	she’d	been	smoking.	“What	are
you	doing?”	she	asked.

“Taking	a	trip,”	I	said,	winking	at	her.

Sophie’s	Perspective

The	next	morning,	I	felt	better.	As	much	as	it	pained	me,	I’d	had	a	talk	with	Denise	the
night	before,	giving	her	a	general	idea	of	what	Geoff	and	I	had	done	together.	She	told	me
that	while	I	was	probably	okay,	it	was	just	plain	smart	for	both	of	us	to	get	tested	before
sleeping	together.	I	resolved	to	do	that	after	I	got	back	to	school.

Heather	and	I	had	spent	the	night	together.	She	was	feeling	better	after	her	talk	with
Kevin.	They	decided	to	hold	off	on	sex	for	a	while.	For	one	thing,	she	wanted	to	be	on	the
pill,	to	be	on	the	safe	side.	The	other	thing	was	that	they	were	both	feeling	gun	shy	after
their	scare.	Kevin	also	had	an	issue.	While	he	understood	why	Heather	confided	with	me,
he	felt	he	should	have	been	the	first	to	know.	Kevin	loved	sex,	but	he	loved	Heather	more
and	wanted	to	be	with	her	in	any	way	he	could.

	

Dad	picked	me	up	after	his	shift	and	we	headed	to	Santa	Barbara	to	buy	Denise’s	ring.
“Sophie,	thanks	for	coming	to	help.	We’re	meeting	Jennifer	and	Brian	there.”

“Okay,	Dad.”	When	we	arrived	at	the	Zale’s	store,	Jennifer	and	Brian	were	already
there	with	Timothy.

Dad	had	gone	there	before	I	came	back	from	school	and	had	some	ideas.	Jennifer	and	I
selected	the	one	we	thought	Denise	would	like	the	best.	It	was	a	white-gold	band	with	a
round	stone	in	the	middle	and	smaller	diamonds	on	each	side.

“It’s	an	eternity	band,”	I	said.	“Past,	present	and	future.”

“That’s	perfect,”	Dad	said.	The	saleslady	beamed	with	the	size	of	the	commission	she
was	getting	on	the	deal.



Jennifer	and	I	walked	to	the	back	of	the	store	where	the	other	guys	were	looking	at
watches.	“So,	Sophie,	are	you	and	your	friends	going	to	join	us	for	New	Year’s?”	Tim
asked.

“Absolutely!	Lex	can’t	wait.	I’m	going	to	third-wheel	it	with	him	and	Tamara.”

“Well,	I	have	a	lot	of	friends	who	would	love	to	fourth-wheel	it	with	you,”	Brian	said,
winking.

“No	thanks.”	I	giggled,	thinking	of	the	motley	crew	parade	Brian	had	in	mind	for

me.

After	Dad	paid	for	the	ring,	we	ate	a	quick	bite	at	the	Subway	by	the	store	and	returned
home.	As	we	drove	back,	I	could	tell	that	my	dad	wanted	to	say	something	to	me.	Out	of
the	corner	of	my	eye,	I	caught	him	opening	his	mouth	a	couple	of	times.

For	a	moment,	I	thought	he	knew	about	my	conversation	with	Denise.	While	he	had
encouraged	me	to	speak	with	her	and	she	had	promised	it	would	be	confidential,	I	was
definitely	leery	about	what	she	might	be	repeating	to	him.	After	all,	I	was	still	a	kid,	and
he	was	my	dad.

“Sophie,”	he	said,	“you	know	you	can	tell	me	anything	right?”

I	nodded.	“Of	course,	Daddy.”

“Good	—	anything,	no	matter	what,”	he	said,	squeezing	my	hand.	I	was	about	to	ask
him	what	he	meant	by	that	when	we	pulled	up	to	our	house	and	noticed	someone	on	the
steps.

“Who’s	that?”	Dad	asked,	frowning.

I	did	a	double	take	when	I	saw	the	familiar	shock	of	auburn	hair.	“Oh	my	God	—	that’s
Geoff!”	I	threw	off	my	seatbelt	and	jumped	out	of	the	car.



Chapter	20:	A	Belated	Christmas	Present

Geoff’s	Perspective

I	rubbed	my	eyes,	the	time	change	catching	up	with	me.	The	airport	shuttle	had
dropped	me	off	at	Sophie’s	house	twenty	minutes	ago,	and	I’d	been	sitting	on	the	front
doorstep	waiting	for	someone	to	come	home.	I	saw	a	dark-blue	Buick	sedan	driving	up
and	realized	that	was	the	“Batmobile”	Sophie	was	always	talking	about.	A	few	moments
later,	she	jumped	out	of	the	car	and	ran	up	to	me.

“Geoff!	What	are	you	doing	here?”

“Would	you	believe	I	took	a	wrong	turn?”	I	asked,	hugging	her	close	and	taking	in	her
amazing	scent.	I	would	have	kissed	her,	but	I	saw	an	older	man	who	was	most	likely	her
father	walking	towards	us.	Mr.	Walker	was	at	least	my	height,	with	dark-brown	hair	and	a
handlebar	mustache	that	belonged	on	a	porn	star.	He	strode	up	slowly,	assessing	me.

“You	must	be	Geoff,”	Mr.	Walker	said.	“I	didn’t	know	you	were	coming.”

“I	didn’t	either,	sir.”	I	unwound	my	right	arm	from	Sophie	so	I	could	extend	my	hand.

He	looked	at	it	for	a	moment	and	begrudgingly	shook	it.	“Good	to	meet	you.	Call	me
Dan	—	sir	and	Mr.	Walker	are	my	father.	Do	your	parents	know	you’re	here?”

“I	called	them	once	I	arrived	in	Los	Angeles.”

“And	they	were	okay	with	you	just	hopping	on	a	plane	like	that?”	Dan	asked,	raising	a
bushy	eyebrow	at	me.

“Yes,”	I	said,	realizing	that	while	my	parents	weren’t	upset	with	me,	Dan	would	have
been	furious	at	Sophie	if	she	pulled	the	same	stunt.	It	had	been	a	long	time	since	I	had	to
justify	anything	with	my	parents.

“Where	are	you	staying,	Geoff?”	he	asked.



“Um,	Motel	6.”

Dan	started	laughing.	“The	Motel	6.	Hah!	Yeah,	that’s	not	happening.	Listen,	while
you’re	here,	you	can	stay	with	us,”	he	said.	Sophie	beamed.

“Er,	Dan,”	I	said,	his	name	sounding	odd	on	my	lips.	“That’s	not	necessary.	I	didn’t
come	here	to	impose	on	your	hospitality.”

“It’s	not	an	imposition.	Your	family	has	already	had	Sophie	over	a	few	times,	and
frankly,	while	you’re	here,	you’re	my	responsibility.	Now,	go	call	your	parents.	I’m	sure
they	want	to	hear	from	you.	Sophie,	go	make	up	the	spare	room.”

Sophie	nodded	and	left	my	side.	“I’m	so	happy	to	see	you,”	she	said	with	a	big	smile,
making	this	crazy	trip	worthwhile.

Dan	ushered	me	into	their	home.	This	place	had	the	look	of	an	American	sitcom	from
the	seventies	—	brown	shag	carpet	and	wood	paneling	included	—	but	there	was	a	homey
feel	to	it.	I	called	my	parents	from	the	kitchen	(one	that	looked	like	it	had	come	directly
from	the	“Brady	Bunch”	set)	and	informed	them	of	my	arrival	at	the	Walkers’	house.	Dan
sent	Sophie	out	for	coffee	from	the	grocery	store.	I	suspected	he	wanted	to	interrogate	me.

Coming	into	the	kitchen,	he	grabbed	a	beer	from	the	fridge.	“Would	you	like	a	Coke	or
something?”	he	asked,	with	a	gesture	clearly	stating	that	a	watery	American	beer	was	out
of	the	question.

“A	Coke	would	be	wonderful,	thanks,”	I	said.	I	would	have	asked	for	milk	if	it	got	me
into	his	good	graces.

“Sit	down,	Geoff.	I	want	to	speak	with	you	privately	without	Sophie	present.”

Dan’s	face	took	on	an	expression	that	I	assumed	he	used	with	drunks	and	other
degenerates	he	took	to	the	hospital.

“What	would	you	like	to	know?”	I	took	a	gulp	of	my	Coke,	wishing	I	could	have	one
of	his	crappy	American	beers.

“What	are	your	intentions	with	my	daughter?	And	don’t	give	me	a	bullshit	answer	like
what	you	think	I	want	to	hear.	Remember,	I	was	once	a	teenage	boy	myself.”



He	gets	straight	to	the	point,	I	thought.	“Well,	sir,	to	be	honest,	I	love	your	daughter.	I
want	to	be	with	her,	and	if	I	were	a	few	years	older	and	didn’t	believe	she	would	laugh	in
my	face,	I’d	ask	her	to	marry	me.”

Dan	shook	his	head	and	looked	at	me	again,	this	time	with	a	harder	look.	I	wondered	if
he	knew	everything	about	our	relationship	—

“Sophie	and	I	have	a	pretty	open	relationship,	Geoff.	I’ve	been	raising	her	by	myself
for	the	most	part	now	since	she	was	four.	She	tells	me	everything,	including	the	way	you
and	your	friends	treated	her	at	school,”	Dan	said,	confirming	my	suspicions.	I	swallowed
hard,	berating	myself	again	for	being	such	an	ass.

“The	only	reason	why	you’re	here,	and	not	at	the	Motel	6	or	the	airport	going	back
home	is	because	I	trust	my	daughter.	She	says	you’ve	changed.	Well	then,	I’m	going	to
believe	her,”	Dan	said.	“But	we	need	to	get	a	few	things	straight	since	your	parents	are	a
hell	of	a	lot	more	liberal	than	I	am.	While	you’re	here,	there	will	be	no	funny	business.
You	will	not	come	back	here	drunk,	you	will	stay	in	your	room	at	night,	and	you	will	obey
my	curfew.	You	break	any	of	those	rules,	your	ass	is	on	the	first	flight	back	to	England.
Understood?”

“Yes,	sir,”	I	said,	hoping	this	was	almost	over.	“I	have	nothing	but	the	highest	regard
for	Sophie.”

“Really,	Geoff?”	Dan	said,	taking	another	pull	from	his	beer.	“Why	did	my	daughter
come	home	with	green	hair	last	year?	To	my	recollection,	no	one	in	my	family	or	my	ex-
wife’s	has	green	hair,	so	I	know	Sophie	didn’t	come	by	it	genetically.”

“I’ve	been	a	prat	to	Sophie	in	the	past,	sir.	I	admit	that.	But	that	was	past.”

“So	Sophie	says.	But	I’ll	tell	you	this,	Geoff	—	if	you	hurt	or	pressure	my	daughter	in
any	way,	well,	let’s	just	say	your	chances	of	fathering	any	children	naturally	will	be
greatly	diminished.	Understood?”

I	winced	as	my	balls	drew	up.

He	continued,	“Sophie	doesn’t	realize	the	way	sound	carries	in	this	house.	I	know
about	her	friend	Heather’s	pregnancy	scare,	and	I	figure	if	that	can	happen	to	the
reverend’s	daughter,	then	it	can	happen	to	my	daughter	who	is	five	thousand	miles	away



from	me.”

“Sir,	I	promise	you,	I	am	not	pressuring	Sophie	for	sex,”	I	said,	feeling	my	ears	turning
red.

“I’m	not	saying	you	are,	but	the	fact	is	that	my	daughter	left	home	last	summer	with
every	intention	of	coming	home	next	fall	to	attend	college.	Sophie	couldn’t	stop	talking
about	how	excited	she	was	to	be	returning	back	to	the	States.	She	dates	you	for	a	few
months,	and	all	of	a	sudden,	she’s	talking	about	going	to	school	in	England.”

I	took	another	breath.	“Sir,	if	going	to	school	here	in	America	is	best	for	Sophie,	then
I’ll	encourage	her	to	do	so.	She’s	the	most	amazing	and	talented	person	I’ve	ever	met.”

Dan	started	laughing.	He	shook	his	head	and	looked	at	me.	“Geoff,	you	don’t	have	to
tell	me	how	beautiful	and	talented	my	girl	is.	I	know	that	all	too	well	myself.”	For	a	brief
moment,	he	looked	sad,	glancing	at	what	I	guessed	was	a	kindergarten	photo	of	Sophie.

“The	thing	is,	Geoff,	I	can’t	give	Sophie	a	lot	of	material	things,	but	the	one	thing	I	can
give	her	is	unconditional	love	and	support.	That	included	me	pushing	her	to	take	the
scholarship	to	that	school	because	it	was	an	amazing	opportunity.	It	nearly	killed	me	to	do
it,”	he	said,	looking	me	straight	in	the	eye.	“And	if	she	does	something	that	isn’t	in	her
best	interest,	I’ll	know	why.”

Dan	was	laying	all	his	cards	on	the	table.	I	nodded.	“Like	I	said,	Dan,	if	Rhode	Island
is	the	best	choice	for	her,	I’ll	support	her	and	push	her,	if	need	be,”	I	said,	knowing	it
would	break	my	heart.

We	could	hear	a	car	roll	down	the	street	signaling	Sophie’s	return.	

“Good.	We	understand	each	other,”	Dan	said,	cracking	the	first	genuine	smile	I’d	seen
from	him.	It	was	Sophie’s	smile,	just	a	more	masculine	version.	“Let’s	watch	a	game.	The
Army-Navy	one	is	on.”

We	made	our	way	through	to	the	living	room	where	I	saw	more	photos	of	Sophie,	from
a	child	to	the	young	woman	she	was	now.	I	was	more	interested	in	the	framed	portraits
than	American	football.	Dan	looked	at	me	amused	while	I	scanned	the	pictures	of	his
daughter	as	he	turned	on	the	big-screen	TV	which	dominated	the	room.	For	a	moment,	I



wished	my	family	were	here.	Emma	and	my	mum	would	have	stroked	out,	seeing	this
tacky	thing.	My	father,	on	the	other	hand,	would	have	plopped	onto	the	seat	next	to	Dan
and	worshipped	it.	Sophie	came	in	a	few	minutes	later.

“Sophie,”	Dan	called	out.	“Why	don’t	you	order	pizza	for	dinner,	hon?”

“Sure,	Dad.	Geoff,	wanna	to	come	over	and	help	me?”

“Yeah,	Geoff,	go	help	Sophie	dial	the	phone.”	Dan	snickered,	reminding	me	of	his
comment	of	remembering	what	it	is	was	like	to	be	17.

“Dad!”

“Just	joking,	Sophie.	Remember	to	leave	the	door	open,”	he	ordered.

Getting	up	from	the	sofa,	I	walked	through	to	the	kitchen,	looking	at	the	wall.	Dan
obviously	adored	Sophie.	He	had	dedicated	this	entire	wall	to	her.	All	of	her	school
portraits	were	hanging	there,	along	with	various	awards	she	had	earned	over	the	years.	I
dubbed	it	the	Walk	of	Fame.	From	the	way	she	was	blushing,	I	could	tell	Sophie	felt	about
this	wall	like	I	felt	about	the	trophy	room	in	my	father’s	study.	It	held	similar	items	about
Emma	and	me.

Looking	at	me	for	a	minute,	she	threw	herself	at	me	again.	I	held	her	tightly,	aware	of
the	fact	that	her	father	was	in	the	next	room	and	would	probably	have	my	balls	if	I	tried
anything	under	his	roof.	The	odds	of	anything	happening	like	the	night	at	the	Inn	were	not
in	my	imminent	future,	but	damn,	it	felt	good	to	hold	her	again.

“I’m	so	happy	to	see	you,”	Sophie	whispered.	“Don’t	take	this	wrong	way,	but	what
are	you	doing	here?”

“Long	story,	darling.”

“Hey,	kids,”	Dan	called	out.	“Why	don’t	you	go	and	order	it	directly	from

Domino’s?”



“Great	idea,	Dad!”	Sophie	grabbed	her	jacket	and	purse.	“C’mon,	Geoff.”

“Yeah,	this	way	at	least	I’ll	get	dinner	soon,”	Dan	said,	winking	at	his	daughter.

“Dad!”

I	laughed	and	walked	into	the	garage	with	her	and	saw	the	ugliest	car	ever	in	the
history	of	mankind.	A	rusted-out	blue,	it	had	to	be	at	least	thirty	years	old.	Seriously,	this
looked	like	it	should	be	in	a	junkyard.	I	didn’t	know	if	it	was	even	safe	to	drive.	“Sophie,
this	is	your	car?”	I	hoped,	instead,	that	it	was	some	sort	of	restoration	project	that	Dan	was
working	on.

“This	is	my	Bug,”	she	said,	narrowing	her	eyes	and	correctly	interpreting	my	thoughts.
“And	if	you	don’t	like	it,	you	can	go	sit	on	the	couch	with	my	gun-toting	dad.”

“No,	this	is	quite	alright,”	I	said,	opening	the	door	for	her.

“Thank	you,”	she	said	dryly,	getting	in.

Going	around	to	the	other	side,	I	climbed	in	and	dug	out	a	seat	belt.

“Sorry,”	she	said,	looking	anything	but.

“No	worries.”	I	buckled	myself	in.	Looking	at	the	car	while	she	backed	out,	I	realized
it	was	in	perfect	working	order.	It	was	just	old	and	noisy.

“I	misjudged	your	vehicle,”	I	said,	rubbing	my	fingers	on	her	hand	that	was	resting	on
the	gearshift.	“Much	like	the	owner.”

“What	do	you	think	of	them	now?”	she	asked,	her	eyes	on	the	road.

“That	I’m	an	arse,”	I	said,	getting	a	chuckle.

“Well,	the	Bug	forgives	you.	She	realizes	that	you’re	new	to	all	of	this,”	she	said,
lifting	my	hand	and	kissing	it,	sending	sparks	shooting	into	my	crotch.



I	smiled	at	her,	realizing	I	was	forgiven	for	the	time	being.

“So,	Geoff,	as	happy	as	I	am	to	see	you,	what	are	you	doing	here?	Your	parents	must
be	freaking	out,”	Sophie	said	as	we	drove	into	the	town	center.

“I	didn’t	like	how	we	left	things	on	the	phone	the	other	day.	I	was	pretty	fucking
miserable,	and	I	just	wanted	to	see	you.”

“So	was	I.	This	has	to	be	the	first	time	I’ve	ever	wanted	to	go	back	to	Dowsford,”	she
said	as	we	pulled	into	what	I	guessed	was	the	pizza	place	parking	lot.	A	rotating	sign
proclaiming	Dominos	spun	around	as	she	found	a	spot.

We	looked	at	each	for	a	moment.	Sophie	leaned	across,	wrapped	her	arms	around	my
neck,	and	we	started	to	kiss.	I	felt	her	tongue	slide	into	my	mouth	and	moaned.	Sophie
would	have	been	too	shy	to	do	this	a	couple	of	months	ago,	but	now	she	was	initiating	it.	I
loved	this	more-aggressive	Sophie.

“Love,	we	need	to	stop,”	I	said,	panting.	“As	much	as	I	love	this,	Captain	Carmichael
is	getting	too	excited	to	see	your	gun-toting	father	instead.”

Sophie	nodded	and	sat	back.	She	used	the	mirror	on	the	sun	flap	to	fix	her	lip	gloss
while	I	thought	of	both	my	grandmothers	in	bathing	suits	in	order	to	calm	the	growing
problem	in	my	trousers.	A	banging	on	the	window	quickly	accomplished	that	as	some
bloke	my	age	with	dark	blond	hair	was	by	Sophie’s	side.

By	the	way	Sophie	was	turning	beet	red,	I	hoped	he	wasn’t	one	of	Dan’s	colleagues.
“Lex!	One	sec,”	she	said,	pushing	her	hair	back,	and	rolling	down	her	window	to	answer
him.

“Sophie,	who	is	this	guy?”

Slipping	out	of	the	car	with	half	a	stumble,	Sophie	said,	“Lex,	this	is	Geoff.”

The	gears	started	moving	in	my	lustful	and	jet-lagged	mind.	Lex.	This	must	be	her
friend	Lex.	With	another	adjustment	to	my	trousers,	I	got	out	of	the	car.



“Hallo,”	I	said,	putting	out	my	hand.	“I’m	Geoff	Carmichael,	one	of	Sophie’s—”

“Yeah,	I	know.	Classmate,	recent	boyfriend,”	he	said,	eyeing	my	hand	for	a	moment
before	taking	it.	He	obviously	knew	my	history	with	Sophie	but	was	too	polite	to	say
anything	in	front	of	her.	“Listen,	Heather	and	Kevin	are	inside.	I	know	they	would	love	to
meet	you.”

I	now	knew	how	Sophie	must	have	felt	every	time	she	started	the	school	year	at
Dowsford.	The	only	saving	grace	I	had	with	these	people	was	that	I	was	Sophie’s
boyfriend.	Here,	I	was	the	outsider.	I	had	been	here	only	a	few	hours,	and	was	already	out
of	sorts.	It	gave	me	a	new	appreciation	for	home	and	a	better	understanding	of	why	Sophie
was	so	reluctant	to	extend	her	stay	in	the	U.K.

“Cut	it	out,	Lex,”	Sophie	said,	punching	her	friend.	He	just	smiled	and	grabbed	her.	If
it	didn’t	remind	me	of	Emma	and	me,	my	hackles	would	have	risen.	A	taller	girl	with	long
dark	hair	and	glasses	like	Sophie’s	came	over	to	us.

“Sophie,	who	is	your	friend?”	she	asked,	beaming.	She	knew	who	I	was.

“Heather,	this	Geoff,”	Sophie	said	and	then	pointed	to	a	shorter	Asian	fellow.	“And
Geoff,	this	is	her	boyfriend,	Kevin.”

We	ended	up	hanging	out	at	the	pizza	shop	with	Sophie’s	friends,	making	plans	for	the
following	day.	Sophie	wanted	to	take	me	around	the	area	and	try	to	get	as	much	into	the
visit	as	she	could.	Since	I	was	here	for	only	five	days,	I	didn’t	care.	I	just	wanted	as	much
time	with	her	as	possible.

“Your	friends	are	lovely,”	I	told	her	as	we	got	back	into	the	Bug.

“Thanks,	I	know.	They’re	the	best,”	she	said	with	pride.	“So,	you	never	did	tell	me—
how	are	your	folks	with	you	being	here?”

“They	were	surprised.”	That	was	putting	it	mildly.	My	parents	argued	with	me	for
about	hour	when	they	realized	I	was	serious	and	en	route	to	the	airport.	“Sophie,	I’m
eighteen.	They’d	be	the	first	to	tell	you	that	I	make	my	own	decisions.”

She	shook	her	head.	“My	dad	would	have	had	a	cow	if	I’d	done	something	like	that.”



“That	he	would	have,”	I	agreed,	having	met	the	man,	the	myth,	the	Dan.

“I	just	want	them	to	like	me,”	she	said.

“Don’t	worry,	Sophie.	They	love	you.”	I	remembered	how	happy	my	family	had	been
with	the	portraits	she	had	painted	of	Emma	and	me.	Even	my	grandmother	and
grandfather	Livingstone	loved	them,	and	they	rarely	loved	anything	homemade.	They’d
thought	that	the	portraits	had	been	privately	commissioned.

“Well,	tomorrow	we’re	going	to	hit	State	Street,	the	beach	and	the	missions,”	Sophie
said.	“And	if	you’re	up	for	it,	we’ll	also	hit	Universal	Studios.”

“Sophie,	we	don’t	have	to	do	all	of	this	in	one	visit.	I’ll	be	back.”	She	needed	to	know
I	would	always	come	back	for	her.

“I	want	to	give	you	a	touch	of	California,”	she	said.	“I	really	want	to	take	you	around
the	state,	but	we	don’t	have	time	for	that.”

“I	can’t	wait.	Are	your	friends	coming,	too?”	With	the	exception	of	Lex	and	Kevin
cornering	me	to	say	if	I	pulled	any	shit	with	Sophie,	they	would	hunt	me	down,	they	had
all	been	great.

“We’ll	see.	They’re	working	during	vacation	to	save	for	school.”

“Ah,”	I	said,	realizing	how	different	my	life	and	for	that	matter	Sophie’s	life,	was	from
theirs.

“Oh,	one	thing	I	wanted	to	check	with	you,”	Sophie	said.	“I	was	going	to	spend	New
Year’s	Eve	at	a	bonfire.	Would	you	be	up	for	it?”

“Sure,	I	don’t	care	as	long	as	we’re	together,”	I	said,	giddy	at	the	prospect	of	kissing
Sophie	in	1996,	especially	if	we	were	alone.

“Great!	The	only	thing	is	that	my	dad	is	going	to	propose	to	Denise	on	New	Year’s,	so
don’t	say	anything.”



“Wow,	Medic	Dan	isn’t	going	stag	anymore,”	I	said,	wiggling	my	eyebrows.

“No,	and	watch	it.	Only	her	kids	and	I	know	this	is	going	down,”	she	said,	smacking
my	shoulder	as	we	pulled	into	her	driveway.

“My	lips	are	sealed.”	I	pulled	her	in	for	a	quick	kiss	before	her	dad	came	out.



Chapter	21:	A	Taste	Of	Paradise

Sophie’s	Perspective

Once	Geoff	came	here,	time	really	flew.	He	needed	a	day	to	get	over	the	jet	lag	but	was
ready	to	go	the	next	day.	We	toured	State	Street	and	the	Missions	first.	I’m	sure	we	would
have	given	the	Jesuits	a	stroke	with	some	of	the	kisses	we	shared	at	the	pillars.	The
following	day	we	drove	to	Universal	Studios	with	Heather,	Kevin,	Jennifer,	and	Tim.
After	hanging	out	in	the	park,	we	had	dinner	at	the	Hard	Rock	in	City	Walk.

While	the	guys	rushed	ahead	to	fool	around	with	the	Jaws	prop	and	rock	the	A-Team
van,	Heather,	Jennifer,	and	I	hung	back.	Heather	loved	Geoff,	but	Jennifer	was	reserved.
When	I	asked	her	about	it,	she	said,	“I	don’t	know,	Sophie.	He	seems	really	great,	but	I
can’t	get	over	the	fact	that	he	was	such	an	asshole	to	you	a	few	months	ago.”

Heather	nodded	and	then	said,	“Speaking	of	assholes,	you	better	get	rid	of	the	LC
voodoo	collection.”

“Oh,	shit!	I	completely	forgot	about	those!”

We	both	burst	out	laughing.	Last	summer,	before	the	Fourth	of	July	fireworks	debacle,
while	the	guys	stepped	out	to	buy	the	sparklers	and	shells,	Heather	and	I	had	made	voodoo
dolls	with	some	old	socks	and	pictures	of	the	Legacy	Crew.	They	were	stashed	somewhere
in	the	back	of	my	sock	drawer.	I	needed	to	get	rid	of	them	in	case	Geoff	or,	God	forbid,
my	dad	found	them.	That	would	be	really	hard	to	explain.

The	fourth	day,	Geoff	and	I	had	decided	to	take	a	drive	up	the	coast.	For	one	thing,
Geoff	wasn’t	taking	the	chance	that	my	dad	wasn’t	lurking	in	a	corner	to	jump	him.	Every
night,	we	made	it	a	point	to	say	good	night	to	my	dad.	Geoff	strode	to	his	room,	and	I
ambled	to	mine.	He	was	convinced	that	my	dad	had	some	notion	that	he	was	going	to
defile	his	daughter.	My	dad	didn’t	need	to	worry.	Between	Heather’s	pregnancy	scare	and
the	negative	HIV	test	Geoff	had	just	received	from	the	free	UCSB	clinic,	an	understood,
self-imposed	abstinence	was	between	us.

But	that	didn’t	mean	we	didn’t	want	to	fool	around.	So,	today	we	were	on	a	mission	to
find	some	place	and	a	little	private	time	away	from	Goleta	and	my	father.	Instead	of	going
to	Santa	Barbara,	we	decided	to	go	to	the	Channel	Islands.	On	the	way,	we	passed	a	Motel
6,	which	I	pointed	out	to	Geoff.



“Oh,	for	fuck’s	sake.	That’s	the	Motel	6?	Do	they	rent	rooms	by	the	hour?”	he	asked.

I	snickered,	thinking	of	the	road	trips	I	used	to	take	with	my	dad	and	the	many	Motel
6s	and	Red	Roof	Inns	we	frequented.	“You	know,	Geoff,	the	Motel	6	is	part	of	the

American	travel	experience.”

“That’s	one	American	experience	I’m	glad	your	dad	rescued	me	from.”

I	pulled	over	and	we	got	out	to	walk	on	the	beach.	“Sophie,	this	is	truly	amazing,”	he
said,	looking	at	the	miles	of	coastline.

“I	know.	I	was	lucky	to	grow	up	here.”

Geoff	had	taken	to	California	like	a	duck	to	water.	He	was	currently	wearing	a	long-
sleeved	t-shirt	with	the	Dowsford	logo	on	it.	As	he	kept	saying,	it	was	a	like	a	spring	day
for	him.

“Did	you	come	here	often?”	he	asked,	looking	over	at	the	aquarium.

“For	the	usual.	You	know,	field	trips,	the	occasional	weekend.	I	don’t	think	I
appreciated	it	until	I	left	for	school.”

“I	can	only	imagine.	I	don’t	know	how	you	do	it.	As	beautiful	as	this	is,	I	would	still
miss	London	horribly	if	I	had	to	make	a	permanent	move.”

I	nodded,	realizing	we	were	reaching	an	impasse.	I	had	a	feeling	that	Geoff	was	trying
to	tell	me	that	staying	with	him	would	mean	a	permanent	relocation	to	the	U.K.	He	was	as
attached	to	his	world	as	I	was	to	mine.	The	only	difference	was	that	I	had	made	that
painful	break	already.	Geoff	had	not.	Going	to	boarding	school	a	few	towns	away	wasn’t
the	same	thing.

We	walked	on	the	shore	for	a	while	enjoying	the	beauty	of	the	shore.	“I’m	so	glad	I	got
to	show	you	this.	I	just	wish	I	had	more	time	to	show	you	everything,”	I	said,	thinking	of
Olivera	Street,	Disneyland,	Gorman’s	Chinese,	and	all	the	things	that	made	California
touristy.



“I’ll	come	back,	love.	Who	knows?	Maybe	we’ll	live	here	one	day,”	he	said,	pulling
me	close.

I	just	smiled,	wishing	he	wouldn’t	make	a	promise	we	knew	he	wouldn’t	be	able	to
keep.	Ahead,	I	noticed	some	caves	that	offered	more	privacy.	Given	how	cool	the	water
was	that	day,	I	doubt	any	of	the	families	I	saw	down	the	beach	would	venture	up	there.

“Geoff,	look,”	I	said,	pointing	out	the	caves.

Seeing	where	I	was	going,	a	slow	grin	spread	across	his	face.	He	nodded	and	took	my
hand.	“C’mon.	I	want	to	do	very	wicked	things	with	you.”

I	giggled	and	followed	him	into	the	cave.	It	was	perfect	for	what	we	had	in	mind.	The
cave	was	secluded,	protected	from	the	elements.	He	spread	out	the	blanket	we	brought
over	the	soft	floor.	Pulling	me	on	top	of	him,	he	kissed	me	soundly.	“Hmm,	I	missed	being
able	to	do	that,	love,”	he	whispered	against	me,	as	I	moved	on	him.

“Me,	too.”	I	laced	my	fingers	through	his	hair.	“I	love	you.”

He	responded	by	putting	his	tongue	in	my	mouth,	probing	it	softly.	Very	gently,	he	put
his	hands	down	my	jeans	and	fondled	my	ass.	“Hmm,”	I	moaned	softly,	feeling	the
sensations	from	his	fingers.

Wanting	to	give	back,	I	moved	my	hands	under	his	shirt	and	traced	my	fingers	up	his
taut	stomach.	He	rewarded	me	with	a	groan.	Feeling	emboldened,	I	broke	the	kiss	and
moved	downward.	By	now	I	had	a	good	idea	of	what	Geoff	liked.	Lifting	his	shirt,	I	made
my	way	slowly	down	his	body	with	my	tongue	to	where	he	bulged	at	the	fly.	Geoff	hissed
when	the	fresh	air	hit	his	cock.	Pulling	his	boxers	down,	I	licked	his	tip,	while	pumping
my	hands	along	his	length.	I	remembered	how	much	he	loved	that	the	night	when	we	were
in	the	hotel.

With	a	deep	breath,	I	opened	my	mouth	and	took	him	inside.	He	moaned	again,
grabbing	my	hair.	He	maneuvered	my	head	at	the	pace	that	he	liked.	I	increased	the
pressure	a	little	and	moved	around	the	shaft,	using	my	tongue	to	trace	the	veins.

“Sophie,”	he	chanted,	“please	don’t	stop.”



I	looked	up	and	saw	that	his	pupils	were	so	large	his	eyes	were	almost	black.	He	was
taut,	unyielding.	I	loved	it.	I	loved	the	power	I	had	over	him.	As	I	massaged	his	balls,	he
gripped	my	hair	harder.	I	increased	the	pace.

“Love,	I	am	going	to	come,”	Geoff	warned	me.	I	ignored	him	and	continued.
Suddenly,	he	jerked,	and	a	warm,	salty	liquid	filled	my	mouth.	As	a	reflex,	I	swallowed
but	shuddered	for	a	moment	at	the	taste.	It	wasn’t	the	best	thing	I’d	ever	had,	but	looking
up	at	Geoff,	I	didn’t	care.	He	looked	sated,	happy.

“C’mon	up	here,”	he	said,	pulling	me	to	him.	Kissing	me,	he	pushed	his	hand	under
my	sweater	again	and	started	to	fondle	my	breasts.	Pushing	up	my	top,	he	gazed	on	them.

“They’re	so	perfect,”	he	breathed.	“I	love	your	tits.”

I	giggled,	wondering	why	I	always	did	that	when	he	cursed.	Before	I	met	Geoff,	when
someone	used	the	word	“tits,”	I	had	to	grit	my	teeth.	I	always	found	it	demeaning,	but
with	him,	it	turned	me	on.

He	put	his	mouth	on	them,	gripped	my	hips,	and	pulled	down	my	jeans	and	panties.
Looking	at	me,	he	said,	“Trust	me.”

Dazed,	I	just	nodded.	Then	he	started	to	move	down	my	body,	starting	with	my	breasts.
He	took	his	time	with	them,	fondling	one	while	sucking	the	other.	I	gasped	at	the
sensation.	It	was	different	from	before,	more	direct,	the	pleasure	more	instantaneous.	Then
he	started	to	kiss	his	way	down	my	body	until	he	got	to	between	my	legs	and	started
licking	my	clit.	This	time	he	held	my	thighs	still	so	I	couldn’t	move	my	lower	body.	The
pressure	was	so	intense	that	I	started	to	fondle	my	own	breasts,	pulling	my	nipples	like	he
did.	Between	Geoff’s	mouth	on	me	and	the	pressure	on	my	nipples,	I	could	feel	myself
starting	to	come.	The	delicious	pleasure	caused	me	to	arch	against	him.

When	the	incredible	sensations	subsided,	I	found	myself	looking	at	him.	“I	love	you,”	I
said,	feeling	my	rapidly	beating	heart	against	his.

“I	love	you,	too.”	He	stroked	my	cheek.

New	Year’s	Eve	1995



After	our	interlude	in	the	cave,	Geoff	and	I	drove	back	to	my	house	to	get	ready	for
New	Year’s	Eve.	As	much	fun	as	that	been,	we	knew	we’d	been	taking	a	risk,	slipping	out
like	that.	I	only	had	so	much	time	before	my	dad	would	send	out	a	search	party	for	me.	He
had	friends	in	the	sheriff’s	department,	so	I	knew	that	wasn’t	an	idle	threat.	Checking
myself	again	in	the	mirror,	I	made	sure	Geoff	hadn’t	left	any	visible	marks.

Satisfied	that	we	didn’t	look	like	we’d	come	from	an	orgy,	we	walked	into	the	house
where	my	dad	was	pacing.	He	was	proposing	to	Denise	tonight.	I	hadn’t	seen	him	like	this
since	the	night	before	I	went	to	Dowsford.	Neither	one	of	us	had	slept	a	wink.

“Hi,	Daddy,”	I	said,	leaning	in	to	give	him	a	kiss.

“Hey,	Soph.	How	was	the	beach,	kids?”	he	asked,	looking	distracted.

“Great,”	I	said,	hoping	he	wouldn’t	notice	the	look	Geoff	just	gave	me.	It	was	very
obvious	that	Geoff	had	enjoyed	the	beach.

“Well,	we’re	going	to	leave	in	about	an	hour	for	dinner.	You	should	go	get	ready.”	He
said	still	pacing	and	lost	in	thought.

“Okay,”	I	said,	frowning.	My	dad	was	really	nervous.	He	wasn’t	giving	Geoff	or	me
the	third	degree	like	he	normally	did.	This	was	worse	than	the	night	before	I	left	for
school.

Sensing	now	would	be	a	good	time	to	get	the	hell	out	of	Dodge,	Geoff	took	the	clip-on
tie	my	dad	had	lent	him,	his	one	dress	shirt	and	a	pair	of	khakis	into	the	bathroom.

“Dad,	are	you	sure	you’re	okay?”	he	was	sweating,	and	for	a	moment,	I	thought	he	was
going	to	have	a	heart	attack.

“Yeah,	honey,”	he	said,	giving	me	his	eye-crinkling	grin.	“Just	a	little	nervous.
Sweetie,	you	know	you’re	the	most	important	person	in	my	life,	right?”

“Of	course,	Dad.	Are	you	worried	about	what	I’m	thinking	of	this?”



He	nodded.	“Sophie,	if	you’re	not	okay	with	this….”

I	raised	my	hand.	“Listen,	Daddy,	you	never	have	to	worry	about	me	and	what	I	think
about	this.	I	love	Denise	—	she’s	fantastic!	Jennifer	and	Brian	are	great,	and	you’re	so
happy.	That’s	what’s	important	to	me,	knowing	that	you’ll	be	with	someone	who	makes
you	happy.”

The	late-day	sunshine	streamed	into	the	room,	hitting	the	curtains	my	mother	had	put
up	so	long	ago.	For	a	moment,	I	thought	back	to	a	visit	I’d	had	with	Mary	a	couple	of
years	ago	when	Dad	and	Denise	were	getting	serious.	I	had	mentioned	their	relationship	to
her,	and	the	one	emotion	on	her	face	was	relief.	I	never	understood	that	until	this	moment.
My	dad	had	been	stuck	on	her	for	a	long	time.	He	never	mentioned	it,	but	I	knew	he’d
held	a	candle	for	her,	and	I	was	a	living,	breathing	reminder	of	what	he’d	lost.	When
Denise	had	entered	the	picture,	little	things	like	their	wedding	photo	in	his	room	or	a
sweater	Mary	had	given	to	him	were	put	away.	He	had	moved	on,	and	Mary	could	let	go
of	her	guilt.	I	was	finally	starting	to	understand	them	both	a	little	more.

“Thanks,	baby,”	he	said,	kissing	my	head.	“Now,	go	get	dressed.”

I	took	a	quick	shower	and	grabbed	the	dress	I	had	worn	the	night	of	the	Winter	Formal.
For	the	bonfire	later,	I	was	taking	a	flannel	shirt	and	a	pair	of	jeans	in	my	VW.	Geoff	was
doing	the	same.	I	was	going	to	drive	my	bug	to	the	restaurant	so	we	could	change	then
leave	for	the	beach	afterwards.	We	figured	that	if	things	went	the	way	Dad	was	hoping,	he
and	Denise	would	want	an	evening	free	of	teenagers.	I	shuddered	at	the	thought	of	them
getting	it	on.

Emma	had	called	when	we	came	back	from	the	Channel	Islands	to	wish	us	a

Happy	New	Year.	She	sounded	drunk,	which	Geoff	confirmed,	and	the	Switzerland
party	was	in	full	swing.	I	asked	Geoff	how	he	felt	about	this	low-key	New	Year’s.	He	said,
“What’s	the	point	of	partying	if	I	can’t	do	it	with	you?	Besides,	I	wouldn’t	have	traded	in
this	afternoon	for	anything.”

I	nearly	swooned	and	giggled	like	a	schoolgirl.	Damn	him	and	his	charm.	They	would
both	get	me	into	trouble.

Hamilton’s	Steak	House	—	December	31,	1995

The	expression	on	Geoff’s	face	when	he	saw	the	Santa-surfing-into-town	sign	across
the	street	from	the	restaurant	was	priceless.	I	got	a	quick	shot	with	my	camera	before	he



could	say	anything.	Geoff	must	really	love	me	because	he	just	raised	an	eyebrow,	unlike
David,	who’d	nearly	gotten	a	wedgie	when	he	had	taken	a	picture	of	Geoff	in	the	shower.

Smiling,	we	entered	the	restaurant	with	my	dad.	The	Trents	and	Timothy	were	already
seated.	The	hostess	gave	Geoff	and	my	dad	the	once	over,	a	little	too	much	lust	coming
out	of	her.	I	rolled	my	eyes	but	just	focused	on	the	table	ahead.	Denise	stood	up	and	gave
my	dad	a	quick	kiss.	She	looked	lovely,	wearing	a	gray	dress	with	sequins	and	the	garnet
earrings	and	necklace	that	my	dad	had	given	her	for	Christmas.

“Sophie,	Geoff,”	she	said,	coming	over	to	hug	me.	“It’s	so	good	to	see	you!”

I	suspect	that	one	of	the	reasons	Dad	had	given	Geoff	and	me	so	much	freedom	this
week	was	due	to	Denise.	Denise	had	openly	welcomed	Geoff	the	second	day	he	was	here.
She	had	pulled	me	aside	to	explain	that	my	dad	had	called	her	while	we	were	at	Domino’s
to	vent,	and	she’d	reminded	him	that	if	Geoff	and	I	were	going	to	do	something	stupid,	we
could	do	it	back	at	school,	and	with	complete	privacy.	In	fact,	she	told	him,	if	he	wanted	to
make	sure	that	I	did	something	stupid,	he	should	act	like	an	ogre.

I	snorted	when	she	told	me,	and	Denise	then	chose	to	enlighten	me.	Contrary	to	how
slick	Jennifer	and	Timothy	thought	they	were,	she	was	well	aware	that	they	were	living
together.	In	other	words,	she	was	choosing	her	battles,	and	fighting	this	one	with	her	20-
year-old	daughter	who	could	vote	and	drink	in	May	wasn’t	one	of	them.	Likewise,	my	dad
chose	to	wisely	lighten	up.	The	fact	that	Denise	took	an	instant	liking	to	Geoff	helped.

We	sat	and	ate	dinner	with	my	dad	patting	his	pocket	constantly.	Denise	didn’t	seem	to
think	anything	was	different,	even	though	she	was	more	observant	than	Mary	ever	was.
Except	for	my	dad’s	constant	twitching,	it	was	a	wonderful	meal.	Around	8:30,	dessert
was	served,	with	a	round	of	champagne	for	the	adults	and	apple	ciders	for	the	kids.	Geoff
snorted	a	little	at	the	juvenile	drink	presented	to	him	but	thanked	the	waitress	in	his	best
British	boarding-school	voice	causing	me	to	snort.	.

Then	it	happened.	One	moment	we	were	getting	ready	for	the	chocolate	mousse,	and
the	next	minute,	my	dad	was	kneeling	in	front	of	Denise.	The	entire	restaurant’s	diners	and
serving	staff	froze	and	looked	at	us,	specifically	at	Denise.	She	gaped	at	him.	My	dad	had
better	stealth	skills	than	I’d	given	him	credit	for	earlier.

“Denise,”	he	started,	holding	her	hand.	“When	I	divorced,	I	didn’t	think	I’d	want	to
marry	again.	These	last	three	years	have	been	the	best	ones	of	my	life	because	of	you.
You’re	an	amazing	woman	who	brought	color	back	into	my	world,	and	I	love	you.	Will
you	marry	me,	please?	I	want	us	all,	my	daughter,	your	children,	to	be	a	family,	a	real	one



in	all	the	ways	that	matter.”

She	knelt	down	and	kissed	him,	really	kissed	him.	Like	I	did	with	Geoff,	or	Jennifer
would	do	with	Tim.	Wow	and	yuck,	I	thought,	watching	the	two	of	them.

“Of	course,	you	silly	man,”	Denise	said.	The	entire	restaurant	cheered.

“Way	to	go,	Dan,”	Brian	said,	giving	my	father	a	man-style	hug.	My	dad	just	blushed,
clearly	out	of	his	comfort	zone.	And	Geoff	wondered	where	I	got	it	from,	I	thought	dryly.

“Congratulations,”	I	told	Denise	as	Jennifer	walked	over	to	hug	my	dad.

“You’re	really	okay	with	this?”	she	asked	me.	“I’m	guessing	Dan	ran	this	by	Brian	and
Jennifer.	But	are	you	okay	with	this,	Sophie?	I	don’t	want	to	try	and	replace	your	mom.”

“Hardly,”	I	said,	“I’m	just	happy	about	the	way	you	make	my	dad	feel.”	She	hugged
me	and	stepped	to	her	fiancé.

We	finished	celebrating	around	9:30.	It	was	time	for	Geoff	and	me	to	go	to	the	bonfire
and	for	my	dad	and	Denise	to	do	what	they	wanted.	Geoff	and	I	had	a	9:00	a.m.	flight	in
the	morning,	which	meant	we’d	need	to	be	on	the	road	by	5:00.

“Okay,	remember	the	rules,”	my	dad	told	me	as	we	said	our	goodbyes.

“I	remember	—	home	by	11:45.	No	drinking,	but	if	I	do	drink,	call	you,”	I	said,
hugging	him.	I	knew	how	much	he	hated	for	me	to	be	on	the	roads	on	New	Year’s	Eve.	He
used	to	work	on	New	Year’s	and	had	his	share	of	drunk-driving	fatalities	to	deal	with.
Earlier	this	year,	a	brother	and	sister,	had	been	killed	on	their	way	home	from	Disneyland
after	watching	their	dad	play	a	gig.	I	had	gone	to	school	with	the	boy	until	I’d	left	for
Dowsford.	It	was	horrific,	according	to	Heather.	They’d	been	trying	to	get	some	sleep	in
the	back	of	their	van	when	a	drunk	driver	in	a	Chevy	pickup	plowed	right	into	them.	My
dad	knew	their	parents	and	had	volunteered	for	the	duty	of	informing	them	of	their	loss
with	the	assigned	sheriff.	I	never	wanted	him	to	be	on	the	receiving	end	of	that	visit,	so	I
took	all	his	rules	on	drinking	and	driving	very	seriously.

I	hugged	him.	“Don’t	worry	—	I’ll	be	home	early.	I’ll	call	you	at	Denise’s	when	I	get
in,”	I	said.	“Go	have	fun	with	your	fiancée.”



He	turned	a	little	red	and	said,	“And	remember,	don’t	have	too	much	fun	with	your
boyfriend.”	Then	it	was	my	turn	to	blush.

Geoff	and	I	changed	into	our	causal	clothes	in	the	restaurant	bathroom	and	left	for	the
beach	with	the	Trents	and	Tim.	Heather,	Kevin,	Lex,	and	Tamara	were	there	already,	and
the	bonfire	was	in	full	swing.	We	made	our	way	to	the	beach	to	join	them.

“Sophie,	over	here!”	Lex	called,	turning	from	Tamara.

“Hey,	Happy	New	Year!”	I	hugged	him.	“At	least	we	don’t	have	to	kiss	each	other	this
year!”	Everyone	laughed	but	Tamara.	Lex	and	I	had	always	been	unattached	until	recently,
so	we	always	kissed	each	other	on	New	Year’s.	I	had	told	Geoff,	who	thought	it	was
amusing,	but	apparently	Tamara	didn’t	get	the	memo.	Oh	well,	I	thought,	not	wanting	to
worry	about	her.	I	had	only	a	few	hours	before	we	flew	back	to	England,	and	I	didn’t	want
to	entertain	the	others	with	a	Jerry	Springer-style	chick	fight.

The	party	ended	up	being	pretty	low	key,	with	us	just	hanging	out	on	the	beach.
Heather	was	definitely	in	better	spirits	than	she’d	been	a	week	ago,	and	Kevin	was	still
catering	to	her	like	he	always	had.	She	informed	me	that	things	were	better	but	didn’t	go
into	it	any	further.	I	took	her	at	her	word,	and	we	spent	the	rest	of	the	time	talking	about
the	upcoming	summer	and	their	plans	to	tour	Europe.	Around	10:30,	Lex	asked	me	to	help
him	bring	some	sodas	from	the	back	of	his	truck.

“I	can’t	believe	you’re	about	to	leave,”	he	said,	looking	a	little	forlorn.

“Hey,	next	year	you	won’t	be	able	to	get	rid	of	me.	Newport	is	pretty	close	to

New	York.”

“I	know.	I	just	wish	we	had	more	time,”	he	said.	“Look,	Sophie,	are	you	happy	with
Geoff?”

I	nodded,	wondering	where	this	was	coming	from.	Except	for	the	private	talk	Geoff
had	had	with	Lex	and	Kevin,	they	seemed	to	get	along	great.

“Good.	Just	promise	me	you’ll	be	careful.”



“Why	would	you	say	that?	Do	you	think	something’s	wrong?”

Lex	frowned.	“On	the	surface,	he	seems	to	be	what	he	should	be.	A	doting	boyfriend,
someone	who	adores	you.	But	beneath	it,	he’s	hiding	something,	Soph.	I	think	you	know
what	I’m	talking	about.	Just	promise	me	you’ll	be	careful.”

He	hugged	me	and	we	grabbed	the	sodas	and	fireworks	from	his	truck.	I	felt	cold.	In
some	ways,	Lex	knew	me	better	than	Heather	did.	He	had	a	sixth	sense	that	we	called	his
bullshit	meter.	He	was	a	like	a	human	lie	detector,	and	over	the	years,	that	had	rubbed	off
on	me	a	little.	I	thought	back	to	when	Geoff	and	I	started	getting	to	know	each	other.
Geoff	had	almost	had	a	guilty	look	on	his	face.	Now,	I	wasn’t	sure	I	wanted	to	know	why.

After	we	shot	off	the	fireworks,	Heather,	Lex,	Kevin,	and	I	shared	long	hugs,	with	an
irritated	Tamara	watching	us.	Geoff	and	I	drove	back	to	my	house,	and	I	called	my	dad	to
let	him	know	I	was	home.	He	told	me	he	would	be	home	around	12:30.	It	was	his	standard
reminder	not	to	try	anything	funny.

Sitting	on	the	couch,	Geoff	and	I	watched	the	ball	drop	in	New	York.	“Three,	two,	one,
Happy	New	Year,”	Geoff	said	before	kissing	me.	Suddenly,	whatever	Geoff	was	hiding
didn’t	seem	that	important	anymore.	I	didn’t	even	care	about	the	impending	separation	in
June.	The	here	and	now	were	all	that	mattered.



Chapter	22:	New	Year’s	Resolutions

January	1,	1996

Sophie’s	Perspective

True	to	his	word,	my	dad	walked	into	the	house	at	12:30	on	the	dot,	his	tie	in	his	coat
pocket.	Geoff	was	already	in	bed	in	our	guest	room,	and	I	was	in	my	room.	Satisfied	that
my	virtue	was	still	intact,	Dad	crept	to	his	room	to	sleep	but	not	before	I	saw	the	red
hickey	peeking	out	above	his	shirt	collar.	There	are	just	some	things	a	daughter	doesn’t
need	to	see.

The	next	morning	at	4:30	a.m.,	my	dad	gently	tapped	on	my	door	and	grabbed	my
backpack	for	me.	I	had	bought	a	laptop	case	for	my	new	PowerBook.	I	loved	that	thing,
and	there	was	no	way	anyone	was	touching	it	other	than	me.	Even	Geoff	knew	not	to.

“Ready,	Soph?”

I	nodded.	I	felt	the	usual	lump	in	my	throat	as	I	looked	around.	This	had	been	my
routine	for	so	many	years,	and	it	hit	me	that	this	was	the	last	time	I	was	headed	back	to
Dowsford.	Dad	and	I	would	not	make	this	trip	together	again.	It	was	so	strange	—	the
moment	I	had	waited	for	with	unparalleled	happiness	was	almost	mocking	me	now	that
Geoff	was	in	my	life.

Almost	in	slow	motion,	we	got	into	the	Batmobile,	and	my	dad	pulled	out.	I	turned
around	in	my	seat	to	watch	my	house	disappear.	It	was	surreal,	doing	this	with	Geoff	in
the	back	seat.	My	dad	stopped	at	a	McDonald’s	drive-through	to	get	some	coffee,	and	then
we	were	off	to	LAX.	The	weather	was	beautiful,	61	degrees	Fahrenheit.	I	knew	it	would
be	bitterly	cold	when	we	got	to	London.

As	the	coastline	flew	by,	I	took	a	deep	breath,	marveling	at	how	this	last	week	had
flown	by,	while	the	one	before	had	dragged,	and	at	the	changes	that	were	coming.	It	was
our	last	Christmas	alone	without	all	these	new	people	in	our	lives.	Things	would	never	be
the	same.	For	the	entire	drive,	I	thought	about	that	in	silence.	Before	I	knew	it,	we	were	at
LAX,	entering	the	Tom	Bradley	Terminal.	Dad	parked	the	car	and	walked	with	us.	When
we	got	to	the	building,	Geoff	said,	“Sophie,	why	don’t	I	get	our	boarding	passes?”

“Thanks,	Geoff,”	my	father	said.	Geoff	walked	over	to	the	American	Airlines	terminal



to	give	us	a	minute	alone.

“I’m	going	to	miss	you,	Dad.”

“None	of	that	now.	Denise	and	I	will	see	you	in	February.”

It	was	true	—	Dad	was	able	to	get	some	time	off,	so	he	was	now	headed	to	Dowsford
for	the	art	show.	The	show	was	on	February	19th,	and	they	were	going	to	stay	for
weekend.	Mary	was	coming,	too.	She’d	told	me	she	was	looking	forward	to	meeting	Geoff
on	our	way	back	to	England,	but	given	how	our	last	visit	had	ended,	I	was	uneasy.

“Denise	is	going	to	need	help	planning	our	wedding	and	Jennifer’s,”	Dad	said.	“You’ll
help,	right?”

I	nodded,	hugging	him	tightly.	I	don’t	why,	but	I	was	filled	with	a	sense	of	foreboding.
It	was	something	more	than	the	end-of-break	blues.	I	couldn’t	put	my	finger	on	it,	and	I
didn’t	know	if	it	was	because	of	Lex’s	warning,	but	I	felt	unsettled	and	jumpy.	Anyway,	I
didn’t	have	time	to	dwell	on	it	since	Geoff	was	back	with	the	passes.

“I	will,	Dad.	Have	a	good	drive	back.”

We	hugged	one	more	time,	and	he	said,	“Call	me	collect	when	you	land.	I	don’t	care
what	time	it	is.”

“I	promise.”

Dad	and	Geoff	shook	hands,	and	we	made	our	way	to	customs.	Dad	stayed	in	the
lobby,	watching	until	we	disappeared.	He	had	a	shift	that	day,	so	he	couldn’t	walk	me	to
the	gate	like	he	always	had	before,	but	he	looked	like	he	always	did,	as	though	he	wanted
to	grab	me	and	run.	It	hurt	like	hell.	When	we	finally	couldn’t	see	him	at	the	counter
anymore,	I	burst	into	tears.	Not	dainty	ladylike	ones,	but	loud	sobbing	ones	that	were
going	to	give	me	a	migraine.

Geoff	looked	at	me	helplessly,	not	sure	what	to	do,	so	he	just	hugged	me.	It	was	what	I
needed.

Geoff’s	Perspective



“Sophie,	love,	shhh.	You’re	going	to	see	him	soon.	Remember,	he’s	coming	to	see
you,”	I	whispered	into	her	ear.	I	just	stood	there	as	various	travelers	looked	at	us	with	pity.

“I	know.	I’m	sorry.”

“Don’t	be.	I	love	you.	It’s	okay.”	We	stood	there	for	a	few	minutes	until	she	was
calmer.

“I’m	better.	Sorry	again,”	she	said.	She	looked	heartbreakingly	beautiful,	runny	nose
and	all.

I	got	her	a	cup	of	tea	as	we	sat	down	by	the	gate.	“Do	you	always	have	this	reaction
when	you	leave	home?”	I	asked,	stroking	her	hair.

She	shook	her	head.	“Not	usually.	I	mean,	I	get	a	little	weepy,	but	nothing	like	this.	It
just	occurred	to	me	that	next	time	I	leave	home,	it’s	not	going	to	be	just	Dad	and	me
anymore.	Things	are	changing	so	fast,”	she	said	and	then	raised	a	hand	when	I	started	to
protest.	“It’s	not	a	bad	thing.	It’s	just	different.	It	was	just	the	two	of	us	for	so	long,	and
now	it’s	not.	I	can’t	shake	the	feeling	that	things	are	never	going	to	be	the	same.”

“Are	you	happy	with	the	changes?”	I	asked,	scared	of	the	answer.

“I	am.	I’m	just	out	of	sorts.	It’s	probably	because	we’re	going	to	see	my	mom,	and	it
didn’t	end	well	last	time.”

That	made	sense,	but	something	didn’t	add	up.	I	don’t	know	why,	but	for	a	moment	I
thought	that	she	knew	about	the	bet.	It	was	completely	irrational	because	there	was	no
way	she	could,	but	something	was	off.	She	was	pretty	upset,	and	I	didn’t	want	to	push	her,
so	I	let	it	drop.

We	decided	to	pass	time	by	looking	at	the	photos	we	had	developed	yesterday.	Sophie
still	had	a	roll	with	pictures	we	took	at	the	Channel	Islands,	but	we	had	most	of	them
developed	at	the	one-hour	photo	lab	by	her	house.

Looking	at	them,	we	saw	the	previous	week	fly	by	us.	Heather	had	taken	a	great	shot
of	us	at	Universal	with	the	mountains	as	a	background.	I	was	carrying	Sophie	on	my	back.



She	looked	radiant.	“Can	I	have	this	one?”	I	asked.	The	photo	would	look	smashing	next
to	the	one	I	had	of	her	sketching	at	the	Louvre.

“Sure,	I	got	double	prints,”	she	said,	handing	it	to	me.	I	put	it	in	the	book	I	was
carrying.

“Listen,	I’d	like	to	have	a	cig	before	the	flight.	Do	you	mind	if	I	go	to	the	bar?	I’ll	be
right	back,”	I	said.	She	nodded.

Dan	was	a	former	smoker	so	I’d	been	extra	careful	to	cut	way	back.	When	he’d	caught
sight	of	my	Benson	and	Hedges	in	my	rucksack,	he	told	me	another	of	his	rules	was	no
smoking.	As	a	result,	I	was	severely	nicotine	deprived	and	dreading	the	thought	of	an	18-
hour	flight	without	one.	Sophie	had	enough	common	sense	to	not	give	me	a	hard	time	on
this	one.	She	didn’t	want	to	be	stuck	next	to	a	cranky	smoker	for	18	hours	either.

Going	to	the	bar,	I	lit	up	immediately	and	looked	out	at	Sophie	as	she	thumbed	through
her	pictures.	I	wished	I	could	make	this	easier	for	her.	I	realized	this	was	what	I	would	feel
in	August.	Lex	and	I	had	discussed	his	upcoming	tour	with	Heather	this	summer,	and	he’d
invited	me	to	come.	I	was	going	to	surprise	Sophie	with	that	on

Valentine’s	Day.	It	was	delaying	the	inevitable	a	few	months,	but	it	was	better	than
nothing.	She	would	start	school	in	September,	and	I	would	start	in	October.	I	was	playing
with	the	idea	of	going	to	Rhode	Island	for	September	to	help	her	get	settled	in,	but	I	didn’t
want	to	seem	clingy.	We	could	talk	about	it	later.

Our	flight	got	called	up	right	after	I	finished	my	cigarette.	It	was	by	a	stroke	of	luck
that	we	were	sitting	together	on	both	legs	of	the	flight.	For	the	first	time	in	my	life,	I	was
flying	coach,	but	I	couldn’t	care	less.	Sophie	was	back	to	normal	by	the	time	we	boarded
the	plane.

Then	as	we	got	closer	to	Florida,	I	noticed	how	much	more	tense	she	became.	“Sophie,
calm	down.	We’re	seeing	your	mum	for	only	an	hour.”

Unlike	her	previous	layover,	there	was	only	an	hour	between	these	flights,	so	we
couldn’t	leave	the	airport.	“I	know.	I	just	wish	I	could	avoid	this.”

We	landed	at	Miami-Dade	and	got	attacked	almost	immediately	by	a	woman	with
short,	highlighted	blond	hair,	screaming,	“Sophie!”



A	man	with	light-brown	hair	stood	behind	his	wife	and	interrupted	finally.	“Mary,	let
the	poor	girl	breathe.”	I	realized	that	this	must	be	Sophie’s	stepdad.

Good	Christ,	I	thought,	realizing	that	he	was	maybe	only	five	or	six	years	older	than
Sophie	and	I	were.	I	knew	Sophie’s	mum	was	only	36,	but	still,	that	was	a	bit	of	a	shock.

“Geoff,	this	is	my	mom,	Mary	Callum,”	Sophie	said.

“A	pleasure.”	I	put	out	my	hand.

Mrs.	Callum	just	smiled	at	me,	looked	down	at	my	hand,	and	said,	“The	pleasure	is
mine,	Geoff.	I	hear	you’re	the	one	I	have	to	thank	for	my	daughter’s	admission	to
Oxford.”

“Mom!”	Sophie	turned	red.	I	thought	about	other	things	that	could	spark	that	blush,	but
had	to	put	them	out	of	my	mind.	Didn’t	want	to	sprout	wood	in	front	of	the	girlfriend’s
mum,	thank	you	very	much.

“Hardly,	Mrs.	Callum.	That	was	all	Sophie.	My	sister	and	I	just	encouraged	her,”	I	said
as	graciously	as	possible,	putting	on	the	charm.	Sophie	raised	an	eyebrow	at	me.

It	must	have	worked	because	Mrs.	Callum	blushed.	“Quite	the	charmer,	aren’t	you?”
When	she	smiled,	her	dimples	showed.	Now	I	knew	where	Sophie	got	hers.	“Please,	call
me	Mary.”

“And	please	call	me	Bruce,”	Bruce	said,	offering	his	hand	to	me.

“My	pleasure,	Bruce	and	Mary,”	I	said,	shaking	Bruce’s	hand.

Sophie’s	Perspective

I	stood	there	in	shock	—	my	mother	was	actually	being	nice	to	Geoff.	I	hadn’t	been
sure	how	she	would	react	when	we	met	up	today.	When	I	had	told	her	a	couple	of	days
ago	that	Geoff	had	joined	me,	she	didn’t	sound	happy.	I	hadn’t	told	Geoff,	and	that’s	one
reason	I’d	been	so	jumpy	on	the	flight	over.



“Look,	Sophie,	we	don’t	have	a	lot	of	time,	so	I	brought	in	lunch,”	Mary	said,	pointing
to	a	white	bag	that,	frankly,	smelled	awful.	I	snickered	to	myself,	realizing	that	Geoff	was
going	to	get	the	full	Mary	experience.	I	could	tell	that	he	was	struggling	not	to	cringe.

“Sounds	good,”	I	said,	trying	not	to	appear	nauseous.	I	hoped	the	next	leg	of	the	flight
would	have	something	edible.

“Great,	I’m	so	happy!	It’s	Indian	vegan.	I	cooked	it	this	morning	for	you,	honey,”	she
said.	I	shuddered	to	think	what	her	kitchen	smelled	like.

“Thanks,”	I	said,	touched	that	she	would	actually	make	something	for	me,	even	if	it
did	smell	like	gym	socks.	What	was	even	more	shocking	was	that	she	knew	I	liked

Indian	vegan.	I’d	had	a	brief	flirtation	with	being	a	vegetarian	last	year,	but	I	was
surprised	she	knew	about	that.

“Before	we	eat,	Sophie,	I	want	to	speak	with	you	privately,”	she	said,	looking	at	Bruce
and	Geoff.

“C’mon,	Geoff,”	Bruce	said.	Then	adding	in	a	whisper.	“Let’s	grab	a	table	and	maybe
a	burger.”	

Crap,	I	thought,	I	should	have	known.	“Sophie,”	Mary	said,	“I	know	I	haven’t	been	the
best	mother	to	you,	but	I	want	you	to	know	I	never	regretted	having	you.	Not	by	a	long
shot.”

My	jaw	dropped.	I	would	have	never	thought	Mary	would	have	brought	this	up.	She
continued,	“I	was	only	nineteen	when	I	had	you.	You	know	that	I	met	your	dad,	and	we
got	married	two	weeks	later.	You	were	here	ten	months	after	that.	It	was	so	fast.

Ever	since	I	left	you	and	Dan,	I’ve	been	pushing	the	guilt	aside	by	doing	only
superficial	‘mom’	things.	That	was	wrong.	When	you	told	me	you	were	going	to	Oxford
because	of	your	boyfriend	—	someone	who	treated	you	badly	—	it	scared	me.	I	didn’t
want	you	to	make	my	mistakes.”

She	pulled	out	a	stack	of	envelopes	from	her	bag.	My	letters,	I	realized.	“Sophie,	it	was
never	you,	honey	—	it	has	always	been	me.	Remember	that.	You’re	the	best	thing	I’ve



ever	done	in	my	life.	Leaving	like	I	did	was	awful,	and	I	still	can’t	forgive	myself	for
doing	it,	but	it	was	the	best	decision	for	you,	Soph.	Your	dad	was	what	you	needed.	I	was
a	mess.	I’m	so	sorry,	honey,	if	I	ever	made	you	feel	unloved.”

What	do	you	say	to	something	like	this,	any	of	this?	She	was	admitting	she	knew	she
was	a	terrible	mother.	“I	appreciate	what	you’re	trying	to	say,	Mom,	but	how	I	am
supposed	to	respond	to	all	that?”

“I	read	all	your	letters,	honey,”	she	said.	“I’ve	already	missed	so	much.	I	want	to	start
over	again.”

“Mom,	I	don’t	need	a	mother	anymore.	That	ship	sailed,”	I	said,	then	cringed	at	her
expression.	“But	I	do	a	want	a	relationship	with	you.”

She	brightened	up	then.	“Me,	too,	and	I	promise	you	won’t	regret	it,”	she	said,	hugging
me.

“Okay,	Mom,	first	thing,	I’m	not	a	vegetarian	anymore,”	I	said,	hoping	to	get	out	of	the
gym-sock	lunch.

“Oh,	good,	because	I	thought	I	was	going	to	have	eat	my	cooking,”	Mary	said,
shuddering.	We	both	laughed.	When	I	had	visited	her	as	a	child,	my	Dad	always	made
sure	to	call	ahead	and	arrange	for	takeout	for	us	until	I	was	old	enough	to	cook.

Geoff	and	Bruce	had	a	found	a	table	at	the	pizzeria	by	the	gate.	“Everything	okay?”
Geoff	asked	as	we	sat	down.

I	nodded,	relieved.	“Guess	what?”	Mary	said,	“Sophie	isn’t	vegan	anymore.	Bruce,
order	a	pizza,	please.”

After	lunch,	we	got	on	the	plane	with	a	more	sincere	goodbye	than	I	was	used	to	from
Mary.	She	gave	me	her	new	email	address.	It	caught	me	off-guard	that	my	mother	was	in
cyberspace.	According	to	Bruce,	she	was	a	real	computer	whiz.	My	dad	would	laugh	when
I	told	him	about	Mary’s	new	skill,	although	he	was	hardly	one	to	mock.	It	had	taken	me
about	two	hours	to	get	his	email	account	set	up.	

We	touched	down	in	London	on	January	2,	1996,	at	7:45	in	the	morning.	Emma	nearly
knocked	down	our	weary	bodies	when	she	plowed	into	us.	“How	was	California?	Did	you
meet	anyone	famous?”



“Uh,	no,”	I	said,	“but	my	dad	got	engaged.”

Emma	squealed	and	started	begging	for	details.	Her	parents	eyed	their	son	a	little
warily	but	gave	me	a	genuine	hug.	The	Carmichaels	took	me	back	to	their	home	so	that
Geoff,	Emma,	and	I	could	rest	up	and	return	to	school	later	that	day.	The	term	would	start
up	the	next	morning.	When	we	got	back	to	their	townhouse,	I	walked	went	to	help	Imogen
fix	tea	for	everyone.	

“So,	Sophie,	it	sounds	like	you	had	a	good	holiday	with	your	father,”	Imogen	said,
pouring	water	from	the	kettle	into	the	teapot.

“It	was	wonderful.	Imogen,	can	I	ask	you	a	question?”

“Sure.	What’s	on	your	mind,	darling?”

“Are	you	okay	with	Geoff	coming	to	see	me	like	he	did?”

“Sophie,	why	would	you	ask	me	that,	darling?”

“Are	you	worried	that	Geoff	and	I	are	getting	too	serious?”

“Sophie,	are	you	worried	you	that	you	and	Geoff	are	getting	too	serious?	Because
darling,	we’re	over	the	moon	about	you	and	Geoff,”	she	said,	gently	putting	her	hand	on
my	face.	It	was	the	type	of	maternal	gesture	that	had	been	missing	in	my	life	until	recently.

“No,	I’m	just	more	worried	about	how	much	it’s	going	to	hurt	this	spring	when	I	go
home.”

“Then	you’ve	answered	your	question,	darling,”	Imogen	said.	“Duncan	and	I	were
surprised	when	Geoff	told	us	he	was	going	to	see	you.	But	you’re	both	young,	and	you
have	a	limited	amount	of	time	before	you	go	off	to	university.	I	want	you	to	have	all	the
time	together	you	can	now.	I	worry	more	about	what’s	going	to	happen	when	you	have	to
separate.”

She	continued,	“I	also	worried	more	about	him	when	he	was	involved	with	Vivienne



because	she	brought	out	the	worst	in	him.	You	make	him	so	happy,	so	settled,	focused.	I
couldn’t	wish	anything	more	for	him.	We’ll	always	be	grateful	for	that.”	She	hugged	me
close	to	her.	For	a	moment,	I	wondered	if	Geoff	and	Emma	knew	how	lucky	they	were	to
have	Imogen	as	their	mother.

Taking	the	tray	of	biscuits,	we	returned	to	the	sitting	room	where	Geoff	was	talking	to
his	father	and	sister.	Geoff	had	been	showing	them	the	pictures	we’d	taken	during	the	trip.

“You	should	see	the	beaches,	Emma,”	Geoff	said.	“They’re	magnificent.”

“Well,	you	certainly	have	enough	pictures	of	them,”	she	said.

“Okay,	everyone,	tea	and	biscuits,”	Imogen	said	as	we	put	down	the	trays.

We	chatted	about	the	holidays	until	Duncan	brought	up	the	subject	of	the	art	show	at
Dowsford.	“So,	Sophie.	My	parents	loved	the	painting	that	you	did	of	the	children.	So	did
my	in-laws,	and	that’s	saying	something.”

I	blushed.	“Thank	you.”

Imogen	said,	“We’re	going	to	come	in	February	to	see	your	show.	Geoff	said	that	your
father	will	be	coming	as	well?”

“Yes,	he,	his	fiancée,	my	mom,	and	her	husband	are	coming,”	I	said,	thinking	about
how	cozy	that	was	going	to	be.	The	parents	and	their	new	spouses.	The	last	time	my
parents	had	been	in	the	same	room	had	been	during	my	junior	high	graduation.	My	mother
had	ripped	my	dad	a	new	one	for	letting	me	apply	to	Dowsford.

“Lovely!	We’ll	get	to	meet	them	all,”	Emma	said,	beaming.	“I	have	some	wonderful
ideas	for	the	wedding,	if	Denise	and	Dan	are	interested.”

“Emma,	lay	off,	squirt.	You	haven’t	even	met	them	yet,”	Geoff	commented.	“Mum,
please,”	he	begged.

We	laughed	a	little	and	spent	some	more	time	looking	at	the	pictures.	Simon	was	with
his	parents,	so	he	wouldn’t	be	joining	us	until	the	following	day	at	Dowsford.	They	had
flown	in	from	some	exotic	locale	to	meet	up	with	their	son	and	drive	him	back	to	school.



My	understanding	from	Emma	was	that	he	had	spent	Christmas	with	his	housekeeper	until
the	ski	trip	to	Switzerland.	The	Carmichaels	had	not	extended	him	an	invitation	for
Christmas.	For	a	brief	moment,	I	felt	sorry	for	Simon.	I	couldn’t	imagine	being	alone	on
Christmas.	Even	if	I	couldn’t	be	with	my	dad	or	Mary,	I	had	friends	that	would	have	taken
me	in.

We	had	a	2:00	p.m.	train	back	to	Dowsford.	After	a	quick	lunch,	the	Carmichaels
dropped	us	off	at	the	station,	and	we	settled	in.	Geoff	walked	through	to	get	us	some	sodas
and	left	Emma	and	me	to	catch	up.

“How	was	Switzerland?”	I	asked.

“Lovely!	I	had	a	wonderful	time	with	Simon,”	Emma	said.	She	looked	at	me	for	a
moment.	“Sophie,	I	have	a	favor	to	ask.”

“Emma,	I	told	you	—	when	you	get	a	gallery,	we’ll	talk	about	a	showing,”	I	said,
teasing	her.

She	giggled	a	little	and	said,	“No,	that’s	not	it,	but	I’m	still	holding	you	to	that.

Would	you	try	and	get	along	with	Simon	for	me?”

I	narrowed	my	eyes	for	a	moment,	thinking	of	the	way	he	came	on	to	me	at	that	inn.
“Emma,	he’s	been	awful	to	me	in	the	past.”

“He	feels	bad	about	that,”	she	said.	“He	really	likes	you.	Please?	It	would	make	my	life
easier.”

I	took	a	deep	breath	and	moaned,	wondering	how	I	was	ever	going	to	be	sincerely	nice
to	Simon.	“For	you,	I’ll	try,	but	don’t	expect	a	miracle.”

“Thanks!”	Emma	gasped	looking	so	happy.



Chapter	23:	May	The	Dominos	Fall

February	9,	1996

Sophie’s	Perspective…

January	and	February	shot	by	in	a	flash.	Before	I	knew	it,	the	art	show	was	here.	I	was
ready,	having	completed	the	final	painting	last	night,	along	with	a	diorama	I	built	for	the
Modern	City	assignment	in	my	design	class.	It	displayed	my	concept	of	a	city	built	with
green	technology.	As	if	the	art	show	wasn’t	stressful	enough,	I	had	been	chosen	as	a
finalist	for	the	Young	Designer	scholarship.	There	were	several	scouts	coming	here,
including	an	RISD	one	who	lived	in	London	and	helped	advised	students	who	received
certain	scholarships.	The	presentation	was	running	together	with	the	art	show,	so	I	had	a
lot	riding	on	this	evening.

It	had	taken	six	weeks	and	a	lot	of	nervous	energy,	but	I	was	finally	done.	Geoff,
David,	Simon,	and	Jillian	had	come	to	my	dorm	room	earlier	to	go	with	me	to	help	hang
my	paintings	in	my	section	of	the	show.

“Sophie,”	Emma	said,	peeking	in.	“Look	who	I	found!”	All	of	them	came	in	with	giant
grins,	including	Simon.

“What	are	you	doing	here?	Don’t	you	have	A	levels	to	study	for?”	I	asked.

In	addition	to	all	of	this,	another	fun	thing	was	that	I	had	to	prepare	for	my	A	levels.
Geoff	helped	me	study	while	I	painted	and	complained	that	the	turpentine	turned	him	on.
We	still	weren’t	sleeping	with	each	other,	but	we	were	fooling	around	a	lot	more.	In	one
particularly	hot	session,	he	went	down	on	me	in	the	art	room	late	one	Saturday	night.
Geoff	had	dubbed	it	his	awards	system.	I	got	an	orgasm	every	time	I	finished	a	painting.	I
wasn’t	complaining,	and	neither	was	he,	even	when	he	had	to	take	a	shower	after	I	left
blue	paint	in	his	hair.	I	blushed	at	the	memory.

One	thing	I	did	since	coming	back	from	winter	break	was	visit	the	nurse	on	campus	to
talk	about	birth	control.	I’d	been	on	the	pill	for	a	while,	and	we	knew	Geoff	was	clean
from	his	impromptu	visit	to	the	UCSB	clinic.	Getting	pregnant	was	next	to	impossible,	if	I
didn’t	miss	any	pills	or	take	antibiotics.	My	initial	wariness	from	Heather’s	pregnancy
scare	was	dying	down,	and	I	wanted	to	have	sex	with	Geoff	soon.	I	really	wanted	my	first
time	to	be	with	him.	I	couldn’t	imagine	ever	regretting	it,	even	if	we	broke	up.



“We	thought	you	could	use	some	help,”	Jill	said,	giving	me	a	hug.	She	and	I	had	grown
closer	in	the	last	month	since	we	were	facing	the	same	dilemma.	She	wanted	to	be	a
filmmaker	in	the	worse	way	and	dreamt	of	going	to	NYU	film	school.	However,	New
York	was	a	long	way	from	Kings	College	where	David	would	be	studying.	They	had	a
year	to	figure	things	out,	but	I	knew	Jill	felt	stressed	about	it.

“Thanks!	I	don’t	want	to	be	doing	this	all	night.	I’d	like	some	actual	sleep	before	my
parents	get	here,”	I	said,	laughing.	Mary,	my	dad,	Denise,	and	Bruce	were	coming
tomorrow	for	the	long	weekend.	They	were	meeting	up	in	JFK	and	flying	in	together.	That
should	make	for	an	interesting	flight	over.	Oh,	to	be	a	fly	on	that	wall,	I	thought.

With	everyone	helping	me,	we	hung	all	my	paintings	on	the	wall	in	an	hour.	It	was
now	10:00	p.m.,	and	we	were	all	taking	a	sip	of	beer	that	David	had	smuggled	in	for	us.
Jill	had	been	filming	us	for	a	special	she	was	planning	to	add	to	the	video	yearbook.	She
put	the	camcorder	down	in	the	corner	and	joined	us.

“I	hope	that	isn’t	running	Jill,”	I	said,	dryly,	thinking	that	after	a	nearly	perfect	record,
the	demerit	for	green-hair	aside,	I	didn’t	want	a	suspension	for	underage	drinking.

“Nope,	just	getting	it	ready	for	tomorrow,”	she	replied.

Jill	was	the	only	one	who	knew	a	little	secret	about	me.	No	one	knew,	not	even	Emma
or	my	friends	back	home.	It	wasn’t	about	sex.	Not	surprisingly,	Emma	was	rooting	for	me
to	do	that,	and	Heather	was	telling	me	to	be	careful.	This,	instead,	was	about	an	amazing
opportunity	that	had	come	my	way.

The	night	before,	I	got	off	the	phone	and	set	the	receiver	down.	I	hadn’t	expected	that,
not	in	a	million	years.	One	of	my	art	teachers,	Mr.	Putnam,	had	heard	about	my
acceptance	to	Oxford.	He	had	pulled	me	aside	to	ask	why	I	wasn’t	going,	as	it	was	rare	for
a	student	to	turn	down	an	Oxford	acceptance.	I	explained	it	was	due	to	several	factors,
including	the	expense	and	the	fact	that	RISD	had	an	architecture	program.	Then	he	went
behind	my	back,	much	like	Lex	and	Heather	had,	and	spoke	with	a	friend	of	his	at
Cambridge.

His	friend,	Mr.	Collins,	was	who	had	just	called	me.	He	had	reviewed	my	work	and	the
transcripts	Mr.	Putnam	had	given	him.	He	wanted	to	know	if	I	was	interested	in	a	spot	in
Cambridge.	Apparently,	I	showed	some	of	the	best	promise	they’d	seen	in	years,	and,	he
emphasized,	Cambridge	had	an	amazing	architecture	department	and	could	help	with
financial	aid.	It	was	tempting.	This	meant	I	could	stay	in	England	with	Geoff	on	my	own



terms.

Emma,	fortunately,	was	not	in	the	room	at	the	time.	The	last	thing	I	needed	was	Geoff
finding	out	about	this	before	I	could	speak	with	Mr.	Collins.	I	didn’t	want	any	more
pressure,	and	while	I	didn’t	think	Geoff	would	add	to	it,	I	wasn’t	sure	about	Emma.	She
was	still	pushing	me	to	stay	in	England.	I	knew	my	parents	would	flip	out	when	they
heard	and	would	likely	blame	Geoff.

I	had	to	tell	someone,	so	I	walked	down	the	hall	and	knocked	on	Jill’s	door,	hoping	she
wasn’t	with	David.

“Sophie,	hey!	Come	in,”	she	said.

“Got	a	sec?”	I	asked.

Jill	nodded,	gesturing	to	the	bed.	I	sat	and	told	her	everything.

“Well,	Sophie,	I	don’t	know	what	to	say,	but	that’s	an	amazing	opportunity.”

“The	thing	is	this,	nothing	is	written	in	stone.	Mr.	Collins	wants	to	see	everything	in
person.”

“I	take	it	Geoff	knows	nothing	about	this.”	Jill	wasn’t	asking	—	she	already	knew.

“I	don’t	see	the	point	of	getting	anyone	excited	or	disappointed	unless	it’s	a	real
possibility.”

She	nodded.	“That’s	a	good	idea.	But,	Sophie,	you	don’t	want	to	wait	too	long.	And
don’t	make	this	decision	because	your	boyfriend	is	here.	It	took	a	lot	of	balls	for	you	turn
down	Oxford.	You	make	sure	this	is	the	right	decision	for	you.”

“Thanks,”	I	said,	grateful	for	the	advice.

Mr.	Collins	had	sent	me	an	email	today	to	confirm	he	was	indeed	coming	to	the	art
show	the	next	evening.	I	stood	back	and	admired	my	display.	It	couldn’t	have	looked	any
better	unless	I’d	had	hired	professionals.	I	had	a	feeling	that	if	I	had	complained	to	Geoff,
he	would	have	hired	some	for	me.



“Thanks,	guys,”	I	said,	looking	around.	“This	is	amazing.	I	would	have	been	up	all

night.”

“Don’t	worry,	Sophie,”	David	said,	flexing	his	biceps.	“Lou	and	Gary	are	ready	for
anything.”

“You	named	your	biceps?”	I	asked,	laughing.

“Don’t	ask,”	Jill	said,	shaking	her	head,	as	everyone	laughed	at	David.

“You	know	you	love	’em,	babe.”	He	leaned	down	and	gave	her	a	loud	kiss	on	the	lips.
David	was	right	—	Jill	loved	his	muscles.	She	could	go	on	for	hours	about	his	muscles.
Trust	me,	both	Emma	and	I	knew	from	experience.

“You’re	nauseating	me,	all	of	you,”	Simon	commented,	looking	at	Geoff	and	me
cuddling	together.	Since	winter	term	began,	I	had	tried	to	be	civil	with	him.	So	far,	we
were	polite	to	each	other,	and	that	worked.	I	frankly	didn’t	want	anything	more	from
Simon.

“Hmm.	Don’t	care,	mate,”	Geoff	said,	nuzzling	my	forehead,	“I	just	want	a	night	with
my	girlfriend	where	turpentine	isn’t	involved.	I’ll	take	it	even	if	I	have	to	listen	to	David
being	an	arse.”

“Don’t	call	me	an	arse,	you	git,”	David	said,	throwing	a	cloth	at	Geoff.

I	just	smiled	at	Geoff.	I	loved	him	so	much.	I	pulled	him	aside.	“Hey,	do	you	think	we
can	pull	a	switcheroo	tonight?	I	don’t	have	any	studying	to	do.	I’m	completely	fried.”

“I	think	I	can	arrange	that,”	he	said,	“I	can	go	to	your	room,	or	you	can	come	to	mine.
Let	me	talk	to	Emma.”

“Great!	I	just	need	to	finish	a	couple	of	things,	and	I’ll	meet	you	in	a	few	minutes.”	I
winked	at	him.	Before	dating	Geoff,	I	didn’t	realize	how	often	students	snuck	around	on
Friday	nights.	Most	of	the	RAs	looked	the	other	way	during	the	weekends,	mainly	because
they	were	doing	the	same	thing.



He	nodded,	his	eyes	lighted	up	with	excitement,	and	headed	out	with	his	friends.	Jill
and	Emma	had	left	already.	Thinking	I	was	alone,	I	looked	at	my	arrangement.	I	had
devoted	an	entire	section	to	my	English	friends	as	well	as	one	to	my	American	friends.
There	were	also	sections	devoted	to	Goleta’s	beaches	and	Paris.

	 As	I	stood	admiring	my	work,	I	was	surprised	to	hear	Simon’s	voice	from	behind
me.	He	complemented	me	on	my	paintings,	then	the	rest	was	like	a	horrible	nightmare
acted	out	in	a	sickening	blur.	Before	I	understood	what	had	happened,	Simon	was	kissing
me,	Emma	was	screaming,	Geoff	and	David	were	holding	her	back,	and	Jill	was	looking
on	in	shock,	which	changed	to	anger	toward	Simon.

Geoff’s	Perspective

We	were	walking	back	to	the	dorms	when	Jill	stopped.	“Oh	shit!	I	forgot	my
camcorder!”

“No	bother,	Jill.	Let’s	go	back,”	Emma	said.	“I	want	to	see	that	painting	Sophie	did	of
the	D’orsay	again.	I’m	thinking	of	getting	it	for	Grandmother.”

I	nodded,	eager	to	talk	to	Sophie.	Emma	agreed	to	come	to	my	room	tonight	so	I	was
going	to	their	room	instead.	I	craved	a	romantic	evening	before	her	parents	arrived	and
cock-blocked	us.

Walking	back	to	the	hall	where	the	art	show	was	going	to	be,	Emma	stepped	into	the
room	first	and	then	let	out	a	scream	that	made	my	blood	run	cold.	

Running	in,	I	grabbed	Emma	to	stop	her	from	attacking	the	couple	kissing	off	to	the
side.	In	a	daze,	I	realized	the	couple	was	Sophie	and	Simon.	It	was	like	the	first	day	of
school	all	over	again,	when	I’d	caught	Vivienne	and	Stas	kissing.

Sophie’s	Perspective

I	stood	there	in	shock,	with	Geoff	shaking	his	head	and	Emma	screaming	profanities.
“Emma,	darling,	she	came	on	to	me,	I	swear,”	Simon	said,	going	to	her.

I	snapped	out	of	my	confusion.	“You	liar!	You	came	on	to	me!”



“Come	off	it,	Yank,”	Simon	said,	as	cool	as	a	cucumber.	“I	swear,	Geoff!”

“You	know	what?”	David	said.	“I	think	we	all	better	calm	down.”

At	this	point	both,	Jillian	and	Geoff	were	restraining	Emma.	He	nodded	at	David,	and
the	two	of	them	shot	me	a	look	that	could	have	killed	on	contact.	Jill	gave	me	a
sympathetic	one	and	an	extremely	pissed	off	glare	at	Simon.

“Jill,	I	didn’t	do	anything,”	I	said.	

She	nodded	at	me.

Once	the	door	shut	behind	them,	I	punched	Simon	right	in	the	eye.

“Bitch,	you’ll	pay	for	that!”

“Fuck	you,	Simon!”	By	now,	I	was	shouting.	“I	can’t	believe	I	actually	let	my	guard
down	around	you.	Emma’s	going	to	kill	you	when	she	calms	down.”

Simon’s	cruel	smile	returned.	“Sophie,	who	do	you	think	they’re	going	to	believe?”

“You	can	go	to	hell.”	I	was	confident	that	after	they	calmed	down,	Geoff	and	Emma
would	believe	me.	After	all,	Geoff	had	flown	over	5,000	miles	to	see	me.

Geoff’s	Perspective

I	looked	at	Sophie	one	more	time,	expecting	her	to	say	something,	anything.	But	she
just	stood	there	in	shock.	Realizing	that	if	I	let	Emma	go	and	followed	my	instinct	to	hit
Simon,	Emma	would	go	ballistic.	Jill	and	I	grabbed	her	and	left	the	room.	She	yelled
profanities	all	the	way	down	the	hall.	It	was	a	wonder	people	weren’t	coming	out	into	the
hall.	We	ended	up	in	Jill’s	room.

“That	bitch!	I	bet	she’s	been	plotting	to	get	Simon	the	entire	time!”	Emma	trembled	in
rage.



“Emma,	calm	down.	We	don’t	know	the	whole	story,”	Jill	said,	trying	to	reason	with
her.

“Don’t	tell	me	to	calm	down!”

“Before	you	blame	Sophie	completely	for	this,	remember	that	Simon	was	also	kissing
her,”	Jill	said.	“We	need	to	take	a	breath.	Why	don’t	you	stay	here	tonight?”

“That’s	a	good	idea.	Geoff,	you	can	stay	with	me	as	well,”	David	said.	“It’ll	give	you	a
chance	to	chill	out	a	bit	and	not	bash	in	Simon’s	head.”

I	nodded,	too	shocked	to	say	much.	I	turned	to	Emma.	“Listen,	get	a	grip,	and	we	can
sort	it	out	tomorrow.”

Emma	fumed	but	agreed.	I	had	a	feeling	that	either	way,	no	one	was	getting	a	lot	of
sleep	tonight.	“What	do	you	think?”	I	asked	David,	as	we	walked	down	the	hallway.

My	instinct	was	telling	me	to	stop	by	Sophie’s	room	to	see	what	she	had	to	say.	My
pride,	however,	was	telling	me	to	let	it	be.

“Honestly,	it	looks	bad	on	both	of	them,”	David	said.	You	could	always	count	on
David	for	the	truth,	no	matter	how	painful.

“Bloody	hell.”	The	image	of	Simon	and	Sophie	kissing	was	permanently	burned	into
my	head.	If	she	didn’t	want	to	kiss	him,	couldn’t	she	have	fought	him	off?	I	wondered.

“Let’s	just	grab	your	stuff,”	he	said,	taking	pity	on	me.

Back	at	my	room,	Simon	was	pacing.	“Geoff,	mate,	I	swear,	she	came	on	to	me,”	he
said,	rushing	up	to	me.

“Save	it.	I	know	what	I	saw.	I’ll	talk	to	Sophie	first.”

“I	told	her	about	the	bet!”



I	felt	my	blood	run	cold.	I	had	forgotten	about	the	bet.	To	me,	it	was	something

I’d	left	behind	back	in	Paris	when	I	paid	him	off.	The	only	thing	that	had	mattered	to
me	was	Sophie	never	finding	out	about	it.

“Why	the	bloody	hell	did	you	do	that?”	David	asked.

“It	slipped	out	by	accident,”	Simon	said.	“She	came	onto	me	and	told	me	that	she	was
hanging	out	with	Emma	only	to	hook	up	with	me.	I	lost	my	temper	and	told	her	about	the
bet.	Anyway,	she	got	mad	and	told	me	it	didn’t	matter,	that	she	was	using	you	for	the
money	and	status	she	got,	being	your	girlfriend.”

I	didn’t	think	that	I	could	feel	any	colder,	but	I	did.	I	couldn’t	breathe,	like	the	wind
had	been	knocked	out	of	me.	It	made	sense.	Let’s	face	it	—	until	it	this	past	year,	I’d	been
horrid	to	her.	If	I’d	been	her,	I	would	have	been	looking	for	an	excuse	to	get	even.	I	could
understand	that.	But	the	fact	that	Sophie	would	hurt	Emma	to	get	even	with	me	—	that
was	unforgivable.

Sophie’s	Perspective

I	didn’t	sleep.	Instead,	I	ended	up	pacing	my	room	all	night.	Emma	hadn’t	returned,	I
figured	that	she	spent	the	night	at	Jill’s.	Geoff	hadn’t	come	by	either,	and	I	was	getting
more	paranoid	as	each	moment	passed.	At	this	point,	I	just	wanted	him	to	say	something,
even	if	it	was	to	tell	me	what	a	bitch	he	thought	I	was.	I	waited	until	7	a.m.	and	decided	to
find	Emma.	It	was	still	early	enough	that	most	of	the	other	students	were	asleep.

Taking	a	deep	breath,	I	tentatively	knocked	on	Jill’s	door.	She	opened	it	a	crack.	“Hey,
Sophie.”

“Is	Emma	there	with	you?”

Jill	nodded.	“Simon	came	on	to	you,	didn’t	he?	He	called	her	this	morning.”

Shit,	I	thought,	hoping	I	would	at	least	get	a	chance	to	explain.	“I	swear	I	didn’t	do
anything.”	My	voice	trembled.

“I	believe	you,	Sophie,	but	this	looks	really	bad,	and	Emma	is	pissed.	You	know	she
thinks	he	shits	solid	gold.”



And	then,	as	if	on	cue,	I	heard	Emma	screech	in	the	background.	“Is	that-	that-	that
bitch?!”

“Christ.”	Jill	turned	and	said,	“Emma,	wai—”

Emma	shoved	passed	Jill	with	an	amazing	show	of	strength	and	charged	into	me.	She
slapped	me	hard	across	the	face.	I	finally	knew	what	it	meant	to	see	stars,	and	not	in	a
good	way.

“You	traitor!”	Emma	continued	to	scream,	a	crowd	gathered	in	the	hallway.	“Simon
told	me	what	you	did.	That	you	used	me	to	get	to	him	and	how	you	wanted	to	hurt	Geoff!
And	get	even	for	the	bet!”

Bet,	I	thought,	touching	my	face	gingerly.	“What	bet?	What	are	you	talking	about,
Emma?	You’re	not	making	any	sense.	Simon	came	on	to	me.”

Emma	tried	to	slap	me	again,	but	this	time	I	jumped	out	of	the	way.	“You	knew	about
the	bet,	Sophie!	The	one	Geoff	made	with	Simon,	that	he	would	hang	out	with	you	and	get
you	to	fall	in	love	with	him!	We	were	all	in	on	it!	Why	do	you	think	I	would	spend	time
with	a	pathetic	nobody	like	you?”

I	felt	like	I’d	been	punched	in	the	stomach.	“Whaa,	what?”

“You	heard	me,	you	stupid	cow!	We	were	all	in	on	it!”

Jill	obviously	wasn’t	because	her	mouth	dropped	opened.	David,	who	had	just	arrived,
did,	given	the	smirk	he	had	and	the	tsk-tsk	sound	he	was	making.	Simon	swaggered	over
to	Emma,	threw	his	arm	around	her	shoulders	and	winked	at	me.

I	stepped	back	and	felt	Geoff	behind	me.	“Yeah,	Yank,	how	does	it	feel?”

Turning	around,	I	saw	Geoff	with	Vivienne	draped	over	him	like	a	blanket.	I	could	feel
the	last	part	of	my	heart	break.	“A	bet?”

“Of	course	it	was	a	bet,”	Geoff	said.	“Why	the	hell	else	would	I	put	up	with	a	little



virgin	like	you?”	Vivienne	started	laughing	like	a	hyena.

“You	asshole!”	I	heard	Jill	say	from	behind	me.	She	stormed	right	up	and	punched
Geoff	in	the	chin.	No	girly	slaps	for	Ms.	Campbell,	I	thought	humorlessly.

“Fuck,”	he	said,	holding	his	jaw.	I	hoped	Jill	broke	it.

“What	the	hell,	Jill?”	David	said,	stepping	forward	to	help	Geoff.

“Did	you	know	about	this?”	Jill	demanded,	fuming.	Geoff	and	David	both	had	the
good	sense	to	step	back.

“You	stupid	slut!	How	dare	you!”	Emma	shouted	at	her.	“It	figures	you’d	side	with	her.
You’re	just	like	her	—	that’s	why	you	came	to	this	school.	You	were	such	a	tramp	at	your
old	school,	you	had	to	come	here.”	Everyone	stared	at	Jill.

Jill	just	glared	at	Emma	for	a	minute	then	laughed	coldly.	At	that	moment,	I	wondered
why	people	thought	Canadians	were	pushovers.

“You’re	an	idiot	Emma,”	Jill	said.	“You’re	going	to	regret	this,	all	of	you.	Sophie,
come	on—	you	look	like	you’re	going	to	pass	out.”

As	we	stepped	into	the	hall,	Jill	turned	and	spoke	to	Emma.	“Don’t	let	me	find	you
here	when	I	get	back.”

Numbly,	I	let	Jill	lead	me	away.	I	could	feel	everyone	looking	at	me,	and	I	heard	the
whispers.



Chapter	24:	Accusations,	Threats,	And	Regrets

Sophie’s	Perspective

Jill	took	me	to	my	room.	The	snickers	and	side	looks	followed	us	as	we	lurched	down
the	hallway.	My	entire	relationship	with	Geoff	was	running	through	my	mind	in	a	flash.

“Oh	my	god,	oh	my	god,	oh	my	god.	It	was	a	bet,	a	bet…”

“Sophie,	get	it	together,	girl,”	Jill	said.	“Your	parents	are	coming,	and	you	have	to	give
a	presentation	tonight.	Grab	your	shampoo,	and	take	a	shower.	I’m	going	to	call	Lucy.”

I	nodded,	grabbed	some	clean	clothes	and	stumbled	to	the	shower	in	the	common
bathroom.	Fortunately,	no	one	was	in	there.	Jill	stood	outside	to	make	sure	I	wasn’t
bothered.	Squeeze,	wash,	rinse	—	the	mechanical	order	kept	me	sane	until	I	got	out	of	the
shower,	and	wrapped	my	hair	in	a	towel.

Jill	and	Lucy	came	in	once	they	heard	the	water	stop.	They	gasped.	I	turned	to	the
mirror.	I’d	been	so	upset	that	I	hadn’t	noticed	while	in	the	shower	—	my	skin	was	now
blue,	matching	my	goddamn	bodywash.	Panicking,	I	pulled	the	towel	from	my	head.	My
hair	was	frizzy	and	orange.	I	looked	like	Sassette	from	the	Smurfs.	Sinking	to	the	floor,	I
held	my	head	in	my	hands,	wondering	when	they’d	had	time	to	do	all	of	this.

“I	can’t	believe	this!	How	am	I	going	to	do	the	show	tonight?	I	look	like	a	freaking
Smurf,”	I	cried.

Lucy	grabbed	some	nail	polish	remover	from	her	bag.	“Here,	try	this.”

I	splashed	some	on,	and	thankfully,	it	could	get	most	of	it	off,	but	my	skin	still	had	a
bluish	tint.	It	would	have	to	do,	but	my	hair	—	it	looked	awful,	and	the	more	it	dried,	the
worse	it	got.	It	looked	stripped	for	lack	of	a	better	word.

“Here,	I’m	going	to	put	it	in	a	bun,”	Jill	said.	“You	can	hide	it	under	your	beanie.

While	your	parents	settle	in,	we’ll	get	you	down	to	a	salon	and	get	your	hair	fixed.”

“I	can’t	afford	that,	Jill.”



“Don’t	be	ridiculous,	unless	you	want	to	go	with	the	whole	punk-rock	vibe.”

Lucy	nodded.	“Don’t	be	stubborn.	We’ll	chip	in,	and	you	can	pay	us	back.	Your
parents	are	going	to	be	here	soon.	I	have	my	mum’s	car	here	—	I’ll	take	you	to	the	train
station	to	pick	them	up.”

Grabbing	the	nail	polish	remover,	I	scrubbed	myself	the	best	I	could	and	then	rinsed	in
the	shower	and	dressed	quickly.	Running	outside,	I	avoided	the	looks	and	snickers	from
kids	outside	while	I	put	my	hair	under	my	cap.	The	Legacy	Crew	held	up	scorecards,
rating	my	hair	as	I	ran	by.	This	time	I	didn’t	even	cry,	I	was	too	furious.	Not	with	Simon
—	well,	that	wasn’t	true	—	but	I	was	livid	at	Emma	and	Geoff.	She	was	the	only	one	who
had	access	to	our	room,	and	she	probably	gave	the	key	to	Geoff,	who	probably	fucked	up
my	toiletries	when	I	left	to	speak	with	Emma.	If	I	got	two	minutes	alone	with	them,	I	was
going	show	them	what	an	uncouth	American	could	do.

The	train	was	late,	but	I	was	still	cutting	it	close	as	Lucy	drove	me	to	the	station.	The
plan	was,	I	would	take	my	dad,	Mary,	Denise,	and	Bruce	to	their	hotel	and	then	go	to	a
salon	that	Jill	used.	She	was	going	to	lend	me	the	money	to	fix	the	orange	mane	that	my
hair	had	become.

“Sophie!”	my	mom	called	out.	I	saw	the	four	of	them	walking	toward	me.	I	introduced
Jill	to	them.	Lucy	had	left	to	see	about	getting	me	an	appointment	at	her	mom’s
hairdresser	as	a	backup,	in	case	Jill’s	salon	couldn’t	fit	me	in.	After	the	standard	greetings
and	hugs,	my	mom	stood	back	and	frowned.	She	and	my	dad	exchanged	a	look.

“Sophie,	are	you	okay?”	Mary	asked.

I	realized	at	that	moment	that	my	mom	was	a	hell	of	a	lot	more	perceptive	than	I	gave
her	credit	for.

“I	broke	up	with	Geoff,	that’s	all,”	I	said,	figuring	I	might	as	well	get	it	over	with.
After	all,	the	fucker	just	turned	me	into	a	prepubescent	Smurf.	I’m	sure	that	qualified	as	a
breakup.

“Oh,	did	I	miss	a	letter?”	she	asked,	frowning.

“No,	it	just	happened	yesterday.	We	just	figured	it	was	better	to	split	now	before	we



left	for	college.”	I	hoped	they’d	just	drop	it.

“I	see,”	my	dad	drawled,	frowning.	“You	okay?”

“Yeah,	just	a	little	shell	shocked.	Nothing	I	can’t	deal	with.”

“Let’s	see	your	school,”	Mary	said.	“I’ve	never	had	the	pleasure.”

Shit,	I	thought.	I	needed	these	people	in	the	hotel	so	I	could	get	my	goddamn	hair
fixed.	“Sure,”	I	said,	shooting	Jill	a	look,	hoping	this	would	go	by	fast.

Denise	looked	at	me	sideways.	“Sophie,	are	you	all	right?	You	look	blue.”

“It’s	just	the	light,”	I	said,	hoping	she	wouldn’t	look	any	closer.

“You	smell	like	turpentine,”	my	dad	said,	giving	me	a	look.

I	wouldn’t	get	out	of	this	mess	without	some	sort	of	explanation.	“Occupational
hazard,”	I	quipped.

Bruce	got	us	a	couple	of	cabs	and	Jill	changed	the	subject	by	launching	into	a	spiel
about	the	area,	and	soon,	the	focus	was	on	her.	Mary,	in	her	true	fashion,	ate	it	up.	My	dad
looked	interested,	but	both	of	them	were	still	glancing	at	me.

At	the	campus,	we	strolled	to	my	room.	I	hoped	that	Emma	was	somewhere	making	up
with	Simon.	I	seemed	to	be	in	luck	for	once,	as	there	were	no	sightings	of	the	Legacy
Crew.	“And	this	is	my	room,”	I	said,	unlocking	the	door	and	walking	in.	Then,	I	gasped.

My	side	of	the	room	had	been	completely	trashed.	Paint	was	spattered	everywhere.
Slut,	tramp,	skant,	ho,	and	the	British	term	for	slut	—	slag	—	was	written	on	my	side	of
the	room	in	red	paint.	The	bedspread	was	shredded.	My	clothes	were	ruined.	My	contacts
were	punctured.	The	supply	box	my	dad	had	given	me	for	Christmas	was	gouged,	my
camera	from	my	birthday	was	smashed,	and	my	CDs	were	scratched.	My	Discman	was
smattered	beyond	recognition.	Then,	a	thought	hit	me.

“My	computer!”	I	rushed	to	my	desk.	Sure	enough,	that	was	ruined,	too.



“Oh	my	God,	Sophie,”	Denise	said.	Frowning,	she	pulled	off	my	beanie,	and	my
lovely,	straw-like,	orange	hair	tumbled	out.

My	dad’s	eyes	widened,	and	Bruce	had	to	steady	Mary,	who	gasped.	“Your	hair!	What
happened?”

“Uh…”	I	could	only	stutter.

Taking	pity	on	me,	Jill	gave	a	quick	abridged	version	of	what	had	happened.

Needless	to	say,	it	was	a	good	thing	my	dad	hadn’t	brought	his	gun	on	the	flight.	I	was
afraid	he	was	going	to	have	a	heart	attack,	the	way	the	vein	on	his	forehead	bulged.	While
I	had	the	pleasure	of	watching	my	father	become	murderous,	I	heard	Emma’s	voice	from
the	doorway.	“Sophie,	darling.	You	should	really	be	more	careful	with	your	things.”	Both
she	and	Vivienne	got	one	good	look	at	me	and	started	cackling	hyenas.

Narrowing	my	eyes,	I	made	a	move	to	strike	her	but	stopped.	“My	exhibit!”	I	darted
past	my	family	and	pushed	through	Vivienne	and	Emma.	I	heard	them	hit	the	floor	cursing
at	me.	Running	into	the	show	room,	I	stopped	and	took	a	deep	breath.	My	paintings	were
fine.	Sebastian,	Lucy’s	boyfriend,	was	standing	in	front	of	them	now	looking	at	me	in
horror.

“What	the	hell	happened	to	you?”	he	asked,	looking	at	me	in	shock.

“Some	asshole	thought	it	would	be	funny	to	prank	me	before	my	art	show.	No	offense,
but	what	are	you	doing	here?”	I	asked.

“Lucy	asked	me	to	watch	your	paintings	for	you.	She	thought	something	might	happen
to	them.	What	the	hell	is	going	on?”

“Seb,	I’ll	explain	in	a	minute,”	Lucy	said,	walking	up.	I	was	thankful	that	she’d	had
the	foresight	to	remember	the	exhibit.

“Sophie,	you	look	absolutely	stunning,”	Geoff	chided,	striding	in	and	smirking	at	me.
Vivienne,	having	recovered	from	her	fall,	was	hanging	on	him.	Didn’t	she	have	the	ability
to	do	anything	but	be	some	dude’s	parasite?	The	rest	of	the	Legacies	filed	in	behind	them.



“Fuck	you!”	I	spat.	“How	could	you?	What	have	I	ever	done	to	you,	any	of	you?”

“You	were	born,”	Vivienne	said.	The	rest	of	them	laughed	like	it	was	the	funniest	thing
in	the	world.	Sebastian	balled	his	fists.	I	shook	my	head,	seeing	my	dad	and	mom	walking
in	with	Jill.

“Sophie,”	my	dad	said.	“Are	your	paintings	okay?”

I	nodded.	

Then	he	turned	to	look	at	Geoff	and	his	friends.	“Is	there	a	reason	why	you	morons	are
standing	around?”

Despite	myself,	I	snorted.	It	was	his	army	voice,	the	one	that	freaked	out	bigger	men.
A	couple	of	the	Legacies	had	the	sense	to	step	back.	Not	Geoff,	however,	and	for	the	first
time,	I	noticed	that	his	eyes	were	glassy.	Was	he	high?	Instinctively,	I	ran	to	my	dad,	afraid
this	was	about	to	get	violent.

“Nothing,	Dan.	I	just	thought	you	should	know	what	a	slut	your	daughter	is,”	Geoff
said,	winking	at	me.

Turning	beet	red	with	fury,	my	dad	pushed	me	gently	to	my	mother.	He	took	a	step
closer	to	Geoff,	who	for	the	first	time	realized	his	personal	safety	might	be	in	danger	and
backed	up.

“Boy,	you’re	lucky	my	daughter	is	here	because	if	she	wasn’t,	you’d	be	six	feet
under!”	Turning	to	me,	Dad	said,	“Sophie,	Mary,	come	on.”

Bruce	offered	to	stay	and	watch	my	exhibit	with	Sebastian.	Jill	suddenly	had	a	strange
look	on	her	face.	“Mary,	here’s	the	card	for	my	stylist.	If	you	can’t	get	Sophie	in,	Lucy’s
mom’s	hairdresser	can	help.	Sorry,	Soph,	I	have	to	go.	I’ll	be	right	back.”	With	a	blur	of
blond	hair,	she	was	gone.

Geoff’s	Perspective

Laughing	at	Sophie’s	sorry	excuse	for	a	family,	we	walked	back	to	my	room	for	some
more	fun.	Simon	had	grabbed	another	gram	of	coke	for	the	occasion.	We’d	been	living	it



up	this	morning.	So	far,	I’d	had	a	couple	of	celebratory	fucks	with	Vivienne	in	the	loo.

The	first	was	after	Sophie	had	showered	herself	blue	and	orange.	I	couldn’t	believe	she
was	stupid	enough	to	fall	for	that	again.	The	second	had	been	after	we	trashed	her	room.
Watching	Emma	attack	Sophie’s	paint	case	with	a	nail	file	and	David	destroy	her
computer	had	been	brilliant,	then	watching	Vivienne	scratch	up	her	CDs	—	classic.	The
best	part	had	when	I	painted	slut,	tramp,	ho,	skant,	and	slag	across	her	side	with	her	own
paint.	I	could	only	imagine	the	look	on	Major	Medic	Walker’s	face	with	his	porntastic
mustache	when	he	saw	it.	It	had	felt	great	—	empty,	but	great.

We	destroyed	everything.	The	only	thing	we	hadn’t	gotten	to	was	her	exhibit.	That
asshole	Sebastian	Weller	was	there	and	threatened	rat	us	to	the	teachers	if	we	didn’t	leave.
That	normally	wouldn’t	have	stopped	me	because	who	were	they	going	to	believe	—	me
and	my	friends,	who	had	made	more	donations	to	that	school	than	the	Queen,	or	a	nobody
like	Sebastian?	However,	there	were	witnesses	and	teachers	nearby.	My	common	sense
won	out	on	that	one.	But	that	wouldn’t	stop	me	from	jeering	later	tonight	during	her
presentation.

The	only	reason	that	slag	Jill	wasn’t	getting	punished	was	because	David	had	put	his
foot	down,	convinced	she	would	see	the	error	of	her	ways	and	join	us.	I	smirked	to	myself,
thinking	of	the	other	special	surprises	Emma	almost	did	to	Jill.	We	would	save	those	for
Sophie.

“Fuck!	Did	you	see	that	fucker’s	face	when	you	called	his	daughter	a	slut?”	Simon
asked,	cutting	the	coke	and	handing	me	a	pound	note	to	roll	up.

“I	know	—	fucking	priceless,	man,”	I	said,	taking	a	line.

“Enough	about	that	slag.”	Emma	climbed	on	Simon’s	lap	and	kissed	him.

I	just	shook	my	head	and	looked	at	Vivienne,	wondering	if	she	was	up	for	another
round.	She	looked	at	me	and	smiled	slowly.	Fuck,	yeah,	she	was	ready.	I	got	up	and
yanked	her	to	me.	I	forced	myself	to	not	imagine	Sophie’s	eyes	when	I	looked	into
Vivienne’s.	Just	as	we	were	getting	ready	to	leave,	Jill	burst	into	the	room.

Looking	at	the	carnage	everywhere,	she	huffed	in	disgust.	“Sit	down,	all	of	you!”

Walking	over	to	the	small	TV	Simon	and	I	had,	she	attached	the	camcorder	she	was



carrying	to	the	TV	set.	I	realized	Simon	was	sweating	bullets	when	Sophie	appeared	on
the	screen	straightening	her	paintings.	We	all	watched	the	video	hardly	breathing.

“It’s	a	quite	a	display	Sophie,”	Simon	said.	Sophie	turned	around,	clearly	surprised	to
see	him.

“Uh,	thanks	Simon,”	she	said,	obviously	confused.

“It’s	really	spectacular.	How	long	did	this	all	take?”

“Uh,	six	weeks,	I	have	been	working	on	it	since	break.”

“Tell	me	something,	Sophie,”	Simon	said.	He	moved	in	a	little	closer,	clearly	invading
her	space.	Sophie	looked	annoyed.

“Sure.	What?”

“What’s	Geoff	paying	you?”

“Excuse	me?!”	Sophie	was	clearly	offended.

“How	much	is	Geoff	paying	you?	Girls	like	you	always	demand	a	price.	I	want	to
know	how	much	for	a	sample	of	you?”

“I	don’t	give	out	‘samples,’	and	Geoff	and	Emma	don’t	share,”	Sophie	replied	in
outrage.

“Sophie,	remember	—	there	are	two	kinds	of	girls	in	this	world.	Girls	like	Emma	you
take	home	to	meet	your	family	and	have	kids	with	when	you’re	ready.	Then,	there	are	girls
like	you	who	are	great	for	a	good	fuck,”	he	said,	going	for	the	kill	and	kissing	her	on	the
lips.	She	tried	to	push	Simon	back.

“You	bitch!”	we	heard	Emma’s	voice	say.	We	appeared	in	the	camera’s	focus.	Sophie
stood	there	in	shock.

“Emma,	darling,	she	came	on	to	me,	I	swear,”	Simon	said,	calmly	going	to	her.



Sophie	yelled,	“You	liar	—	you	came	on	to	me!”

“Come	off	it,	Yank,”	Simon	said.	“I	swear,	Geoff!”

“You	know	what?”	David	said,	intervening	between	everyone.	“I	think	we	all	better
calm	down.”

At	this	point,	both	Jillian	and	I	were	restraining	Emma.	I	nodded	at	David	and	left	with
Emma.

Jill	shot	Sophie	a	sympathetic	look	and	an	extremely	pissed	off	one	at	Simon.

“Jill,	I	didn’t	do	anything,”	Sophie	whispered.	Jill	nodded	at	Sophie.

When	the	door	shut,	Sophie	lunged	at	Simon	and	punched	him	right	in	the	eye.

“Bitch!	You’ll	pay	for	that!”

“Fuck	you,	Simon!	I	can’t	believe	I	actually	let	my	guard	down	around	you.	Emma’s
going	to	kill	you	when	she	calms	down.”

He	snickered	at	her.	“Sophie,	who	do	you	think	they’re	going	to	believe?”	The	cruel
smile	returned.

“You	go	to	hell,”	she	said.	“I	know	Geoff	and	Emma	will	believe	me.”

The	screen	went	to	snow	as	Jill	turned	off	the	video.



Chapter	25:	Where’s	A	Time	Machine	When	You	Need	One

Geoff’s	Perspective…

As	the	snow	danced	across	the	screen,	I	immediately	sobered	up,	as	did	everyone	in
the	room.	

“Well,	it	looks	like	the	only	thing	Simon	was	telling	the	truth	about	was	that	you	would
believe	him	over	Sophie,”	Jill	stated.	Then	she	looked	at	David.	“You,	we’re	through,
motherfucker.”

“Jill!”	David	hopped	up.

“You	knew	about	that	bet,	David,”	Jill	shouted.	“And	you	knew	what	I	went	through
last	year!	To	hell	with	all	of	you!	Sophie	is	worth	a	billion	of	you	all.”	She	stormed	out	of
the	room,	with	David	following	her,	pleading.

“Emma,	this	was	rigged,”	Simon	said,	stammering.	Very	calmly,	Emma	climbed	off	his
lap.

“You’ve	been	cheating	on	me	all	this	time,	haven’t	you?”	She	asked	going	very	pale.

I’m	sure	I	didn’t	look	any	better.	In	fact,	I	wanted	to	puke.	Sophie	had	been	telling	the
truth,	and	we,	we…	I	started	to	hyperventilate,	thinking	of	all	horrible	things	we	had	just
done	and	said	about	her.	My	God.	We’d	turned	her	hair	orange.	We’d	trashed	her	stuff.
And	the	bet.	Jesus,	the	bet!	Emma	came	to	me	and	patted	my	back	to	calm	me	down.

“She	didn’t	know	about	the	bet,	did	she?”	I	glared	at	Simon.

Simon	shook	his	head,	looking	like	the	limp	dick	he	was.

	Vivienne	chose	that	moment	to	open	her	stupid	mouth.	“So	what?	She	didn’t	know
about	the	bet.	Big	fucking	deal.	Geoff,	she’s	leaving	in	a	few	months.	What,	were	you
going	to	do,	stay	with	her?	At	least	with	the	bet,	you	were	doing	a	charity	project.”



I	whipped	around	and	glared	at	her.	“Vivienne,	we’re	so	done,	it’s	not	even	funny.	Get
the	fuck	out	of	here.”	I	grabbed	her	arm	and	shoved	her	out	of	the	room.	I	could	hear	her
outraged	curses	as	I	slammed	the	door.

“Geoff,	come	on	—	I	did	you	a	favor,”	Simon	said	as	I	turned	on	him,	my	fists
clenched.	He	had	broken	two	cardinal	rules	—	you	never	tried	to	poach	a	mate’s
girlfriend,	and	you	never	hurt	his	sister.	Simon	knew	he	was	fucked.

“You	know	what?”	I	said,	shoving	him	into	the	wall.	“We’re	done.	Stay	the	fuck	away
from	Sophie,	my	sister	and	me.	We’re	fucking	done!”

Looking	at	Emma,	I	said,	“You	and	I	have	a	lot	of	apologizing	to	do.”	I	grabbed	for	her
but	she	slipped	by	and	slapped	Simon	hard	in	the	face.

“Bastard!”	Emma	turned	on	her	heels	and	strode	out	the	door	with	me	following.

“Oh,	Geoff.	We	destroyed	her	things.	We	bleached	her	hair,”	Emma	gasped	as	we
walked	down	the	hall	in	search	of	humble	pie.

“I	know.”	My	heart	pounded	in	my	chest.	At	that	point,	I	didn’t	know	if	the	coke	was
causing	it	or	just	all	the	emotions	churning	within	me.	People	stared	at	us	in	disbelief.	I
had	a	horrible	feeling	they	knew	what	we	had	done.	Looking	up,	I	realized	it	wasn’t	my
imagination	—	the	video	was	indeed	playing	on	the	hallway	monitors.	Jill	must	have
broken	into	the	media	room	and	loaded	the	video.	At	that	moment,	I	literally	didn’t	give	a
fuck.

Finally,	we	caught	a	break	when	I	saw	Lucy	dart	around	a	corner.	I	could	hear

Sophie’s	voice.	“Jill!	Lucy!	What	the	hell	am	I	going	to	do?	They	ruined	everything!	I
don’t	have	any	clothes	for	tonight!”

“I	know.	Listen…	don’t	worry.	We’ll	pull	something	together,”	Jill	said,	trying	to
soothe	and	reassure	her.

Before	I	could	stop	her,	Emma	ran	toward	them.	“Sophie,	wait!	We	can	help	you!”
Sophie	turned	around	and	recoiled	from	Emma	like	she	was	something	vile.

“Don’t	come	closer,	either	one	of	you,	or	I	swear	you’re	not	getting	up.”	The	venom	in



her	voice	sent	shivers	down	my	back.

“I	know	Simon	was	lying…”	I	said,	hoping	she	would	hear	me	out.	Given	the	icy	look
she	shot	at	me,	I	probably	had	a	better	chance	of	growing	a	pair	of	breasts.

“Shut	up.	I	don’t	want	to	hear	it,”	she	said.	“Actually,	what	caused	this	sudden
epiphany?”

“I	left	the	camera	running	last	night.	That’s	why	we	came	back,”	Jill	explained.

“That’s	why	I	disappeared	a	while	ago,	too.	I	loaded	up	the	video	in	Geoff’s	room	and
showed	it	to	those	assholes.	It’s	playing	on	the	monitors	around	the	school	right	now.”

Sophie	turned	to	face	us,	her	eyes	blazing.	“I’m	going	to	say	this	only	one	more	time,
so	listen	clearly	Goddammit	—	STAY	AWAY	FROM	ME!	Or,	so	help	me,	I	will	not	be
responsible	for	what	I’ll	do	to	you	two.	Tell	that	to	your	little	friends	in	the	Legacy	Crew.	I
have	a	major	presentation	to	give	tonight,	and	I	will	not	let	you	shitheads	fuck	that	up,	too.
I’m	going	to	get	through	this	evening,	despite	what	you	did.”

Just	when	I	thought	this	couldn’t	get	any	worse,	I	heard	Dan’s	voice.

“Boy,	what	are	you	doing	here?	Didn’t	I	warn	you	not	to	bother	my	daughter	again?”
Sophie’s	parents	and	their	significant	others	walked	up.

“We	just	came	to	apologize,	Dan,”	I	said.

“Mr.	Walker.	My	name	is	Mr.	Walker.”

Looking	at	the	rest	of	them,	I	realized	I’d	lost	the	right	to	be	familiar.	Defeated,	I	said,
“I’m	so	sorry.”

“Mary,	Denise…	get	Sophie	out	of	here,”	Dan	said.

“With	pleasure.”	Mary	took	her	daughter	by	the	shoulder.	Denise	just	gave	me	a	look
that	could	freeze	the	sun.



“Four	thousand,	three	hundred,	twenty	six	dollars	and	twenty	six	cents,”	Dan	said,
when	Sophie	was	out	of	earshot.

“Pardon?”	I	asked,	confused.

“That’s	what	your	little	rampage	cost,	not	counting	the	structural	damage	that	you	and
your	friends	did	to	the	room.	Your	headmistress	just	did	an	assessment	with	the	head
caretaker.”	Dan’s	arms	were	crossed.	Fuck,	Mulligans	knew	and	that	meant	my	parents
were	going	to	know,	too.

“I’ll	write	you	a	cheque	right	now.”	Thankfully,	I	had	my	own	bank	account,	and	my
parents	never	checked	the	balance.	That’s	why	I’d	been	able	to	go	to	California	without
any	problems.

“I	don’t	want	your	goddamn	money.	I	want	to	speak	with	your	parents	and	tell	them
what	fine,	upstanding	children	they	raised,”	Mr.	Walker	growled.	“Sophie	worked	her	butt
off	for	half	of	those	things.	I	can’t	afford	to	give	her	everything	she	deserves,	but	what	her
mother	and	I	can,	we	give	to	her	with	pleasure.	You	and	your	friends	pissed	all	over	it.
Now,	get	out	of	my	face,	both	of	you!”

Emma	cringed	into	me,	probably	realizing	what	our	parents	would	say.	We	turned	and
left,	wondering	how	we	would	get	out	of	this	one	and,	more	importantly,	how	we	would
ever	make	it	up	to	Sophie.

Sophie’s	Perspective

My	parents	decided	that	I	would	spend	the	night	with	them.	I	had	no	clothes	left	at	all,
nothing	to	pack.	I	literally	was	wearing	all	the	clothing	I	still	had	in	the	world,	outside	of
California.	

When	I	returned	to	my	room	after	making	sure	my	exhibit	was	safe,	I	took	a	closer
look	around.	Other	than	the	obvious	damage	to	my	bed,	furniture,	and	computer,	I	hadn’t
realized	the	full	extent	of	the	wreckage.	They	had	raided	both	my	wardrobe	and	my
dresser.	All	my	clothes	were	shredded,	everything	from	my	uniforms,	to	my	street	clothes,
to	my	pajamas.	They	cut	the	cups	out	of	my	bras,	the	crotches	out	of	my	panties,	and	the
feet	off	my	tights.	Even	my	shoes	hadn’t	escaped	the	mutilation	—	they	had	ripped	off	the
heels	and	soles.



They	even	destroyed	my	corkboard,	and	tore	all	my	pictures	into	confetti.	Everything
was	just	gone.	Even	my	framed	photos	—	the	ones	my	friends	had	given	to	me,	and	a
picture	of	my	parents	and	me	at	my	junior	high	graduation	—	all	were	ruined.	As	bad	as	it
was	losing	my	computer	and	paint	case,	I	could	replace	those.	The	photos	on	my
corkboard	were	irreplaceable.

My	mom,	Denise,	Lucy,	and	Jill	jumped	into	action.	My	mom	and	Denise	got	a	cab	to
the	local	H&M	to	find	clothes	for	my	presentation.	Lucy	ran	to	the	drugstore	to	grab	some
tights.	Jill	took	me	to	the	salon	to	fix	my	hair	and	skin.	I	was	guessing	that	Bruce’s	job
was	to	make	sure	my	dad	didn’t	murder	the	Legacy	Crew.	Since	my	father	was	a	former
army,	I	wouldn’t	be	surprised	if	he	knew	how	to	make	a	murder	look	like	an	accident	and
hide	the	bodies	where	no	one	would	ever	find	them.

Jill	sat	with	me	as	the	stylist,	Lawrence,	looked	me	over.	He’d	been	horrified	when	I
entered	the	salon.

He	shuddered.	“Your	hair…	it’s	like	Garfield.	This	looks	like	some	peroxide	mix.”

“I	wouldn’t	be	surprised,”	I	said.	“Someone	played	a	nasty	trick	on	me.”

He	just	shook	his	head.	“They	might	as	well	have	put	depilatory	cream	on	your	hair.
There’s	only	so	much	I	can	do	to	fix	this.”

Lawrence	scrutinized	me	from	all	angles.	Frowning,	he	said,	“Okay,	Sophie,	this	is
what	I’m	going	to	suggest.	Whatever	they	put	in	your	hair	stripped	it	out.	I	think	the	best
thing	would	be	to	cut	most	of	it	off.	The	ends	got	the	worst	of	it,	thank	goodness.	I’ll	dye
your	hair	back	to	as	normal	a	colour	as	possible,	but	you’ll	have	to	keep	colouring	it	until
this	grows	out.	The	good	news	is,	that	won’t	take	too	long.”

I	realized	this	was	the	best	I	was	going	to	get.	“I	don’t	care	—	do	what	you	have	to	do.
I	have	to	give	a	presentation	tonight,	and	I	can’t	give	it	looking	like	a	circus	freak.”

“Darling,	by	the	time	we’re	done,	you’ll	look	smashing.”	He	practically	purred,
rubbing	his	fingers	together.	Given	the	stress,	lack	of	sleep,	and	emotional	turmoil	of	the
last	twenty-four	hours,	I	seriously	doubted	it.

When	Lawrence	motioned	for	Meg,	the	shampoo	girl,	to	come	over,	she	gasped.	She
pushed	me	back	to	the	sink	and	washed	my	hair.	Her	appalled	reaction	was	enough	to



make	me	cry,	which	I	did.	Jill	shot	Meg	a	dirty	look.	On	top	of	everything	else,	my	hair
was	now	in	the	hands	of	an	overdramatic	hairdresser	and	his	judgmental	helper.	Death
would	have	been	too	good	for	Emma	and	Geoff.

Two-and-a-half	hours	later,	I	was	finished.	Lawrence	managed	to	give	me	a	bob	that
was	similar	to	Courtney	Cox’s	hairstyle.	Given	how	thick	my	hair	was,	there	was	no	way
it	would	hang	sleekly	like	Courtney’s	without	the	stuff	that	he	put	in	it.	My	hair	would
curl	when	it	was	washed	out,	but	I	was	too	relieved	to	care.	Instead	of	being	burnt	orange,
it	was	dark	brown	again,	thank	goodness.

It	was	now	5:30	p.m.,	and	I	had	just	enough	time	to	change	and	get	back	to	school.	My
mom	and	Denise	had	grabbed	enough	clothes	for	me	to	make	it	through	the	weekend	and
promised	to	take	me	out	later	to	get	more.	For	tonight,	they	had	found	a	smart	black	skirt
suit	and	a	charcoal	boatneck	sweater.	With	a	pair	of	chunky	Mary	Janes,	thanks	to	Jill	who
shared	my	shoe	size,	and	tights,	I	was	set,	at	least	fashion	wise.

When	I	entered	the	school,	emotions	were	definitely	more	subdued	than	earlier.	People
looked	at	me	sympathetically,	but	they	sneered	at	Jill	like	she	was	some	sort	of	fungus.	I
guess	Emma	calling	her	a	slut	in	public	caused	that.	We	both	ignored	the	looks	and	walked
to	the	presentation	hall.

My	parents	excused	themselves	to	find	the	headmistress,	Mrs.	Mulligan,	to	discuss	the
vandalism	in	more	detail.	I	tried	to	talk	them	out	of	it,	since	I	didn’t	want	any	more
repercussions	from	the	Legacies	or	for	Jill	to	get	into	trouble	for	the	video.	They	flat-out
refused	to	drop	it,	and	both	Denise	and	Bruce	told	me	to	let	my	parents	handle	it	and	for
me	to	focus	on	my	presentation.

So,	there	I	was,	standing	by	my	exhibit	and	ignoring	Emma	and	Geoff,	who	were
clearly	trying	to	get	my	attention.	Mr.	Collins	from	Cambridge	walked	over	to	introduce
himself	and	look	at	my	work.	With	all	the	drama,	I	had	completely	forgotten	about	his
planned	visit.	I	explained	my	diorama	and	the	paintings	to	him.	The	idea	for	the	city	was
based	on	an	idea	I	had	for	green	technology.

“Ms.	Walker,	this	is	just	amazing!”	he	said,	gazing	at	it	after	I	finished	speaking.

“Thank	you,”	I	replied,	feeling	anxious.	Given	everything	that	had	happened,	I	had	to
smile	at	the	irony.	Yesterday,	I	would	have	been	jumping	for	joy,	but	today…	well,	today
was	today.



“Ms.	Walker,	have	you	given	any	more	thought	to	Cambridge?”	Mr.	Collins	asked,	his
eyes	greedily	coveting	my	work.	“I	can	definitely	find	a	spot	for	you.”

“To	be	honest,	Mr.	Collins,	I’ve	been	away	from	home	for	a	long	time.	I	have	a	full
scholarship	to	Rhode	Island,	and	they’re	willing	to	start	me	as	a	second	year	with	all	my	A
levels.	Financially,	it	just	makes	more	sense	for	me	to	be	there.”

“Well,	if	you	change	your	mind,	let	me	know.	We	can	make	changes	into	May.”

Mr.	Collins	handed	me	his	card.	“Mr.	Putnam	told	me	a	little	about	your	time	here	at
Dowsford.	Anyone	who	can	do	what	you’ve	done…	well,	that’s	the	type	of	student	we
want	at	Cambridge.	I	hope	you’ll	give	us	serious	consideration.”

“I	will.”	I	knew	I	would	never	voluntarily	spend	more	time	in	the	UK	again.	We	shook
hands	once	more,	and	he	was	on	his	way.

More	people	came	—	professors,	scholarship	representatives,	and	friends	I	had	made
through	the	years,	and	my	family.	Lucy	pointed	out	that	my	booth	had	more	traffic	than
the	others.

Finally,	Duncan	and	Imogen	Carmichael	came	by.	“Sophie,”	Imogen	said,	a	little
startled	as	she	got	a	good	look	at	me.	“Darling,	you	cut	you	hair.”

I	gave	her	a	slight	smile.	Obviously,	she	did	not	know	what	her	“darling”	children	had
done.	By	the	way	Imogen	and	Duncan	were	beaming	at	me,	they	clearly	thought	Geoff
and	I	were	still	together.

“Yes,”	I	said,	surprising	them	with	the	coldness	of	my	tone.

“Well,	it’s	lovely.	It	really	sets	off	your	face,”	Duncan	said,	hugging	me.	“You	look	so
grown	up.”

It	definitely	“set	off”	my	father,	I	thought	dryly.	“Thank	you,”	I	said,	remembering	the
manners	my	dad	had	instilled	in	me.

“This	is	really	fabulous,	Sophie,”	Imogen	said.	“All	these	paintings	of	Geoff	and
Emma.	Well,	they	must	be	flattered.”



“Please	feel	free	to	take	any	of	them.”	I	neglected	to	add	that	she	could	do	me	a	favor
by	getting	rid	of	this	crap.	If	I	hadn’t	had	this	stupid	presentation	tonight,	I	would	have
already	burned	the	whole	lot.

“Thank	you!”

Over	her	shoulder,	I	watched	Emma	and	Geoff	squirm,	waiting	for	the	other	shoe	to
drop.	Too	bad	that	Miss	Rawlins,	the	video	yearbook	advisor,	had	turned	off	Jill’s	tape.	It
could	have	served	as	a	visual	aid	when	my	father	spoke	with	the	Carmichaels.

As	if	reading	my	thoughts,	Duncan	asked,	“Where	are	your	parents?	Imogen	and	I
have	been	looking	forward	to	meeting	them.”

“Over	there.”	I	pointed.	My	dad	and	Mary	were	standing	with	their	partners	by	the
punch	bowl,	speaking	with	Mr.	Collins	and	Mr.	Parson,	my	physics	teacher.

“Well,	we’re	going	to	introduce	ourselves	to	them!”	Imogen	said.	“We	should	all	have
dessert	together	afterwards,	so	we	can	celebrate	your	show!”

I	barely	nodded.	I	think	the	only	way	my	dad	wanted	to	celebrate	this	was	if	Geoff’s
skull	were	hanging	next	to	the	moose	head	in	our	living	room.	This	should	be	interesting,	I
thought,	as	I	watched	the	Carmichaels	walk	over	to	my	parents.

When	my	father	realized	who	Duncan	and	Imogen	were,	the	look	on	his	face	was
priceless.	Equally	as	priceless	were	the	expressions	on	Emma’s	and	Geoff’s	faces	when
they	realized	they	were	busted.

Geoff’s	Perspective

This	had	been	the	most	miserable	night	of	my	life.	After	we	got	back	to	the	dorm
room,	I	grabbed	my	shit	and	ignored	a	pleading	Simon.	David	was	allowing	me	to	stay
with	him.	Emma	came	by	a	few	minutes	later	and	shoved	a	box	of	Simon’s	things	at	him.

At	the	show,	a	number	of	people	had	given	us	the	cold	shoulder,	including	Vivienne,
David,	and	Simon.	The	story	had	gotten	around.	People	who	knew	Sophie	were	blocking
us	from	going	anywhere	near	her.	Headmistress	Mulligan	had	pulled	us	aside	to	ask	Emma
why	Mr	Walker	suddenly	wanted	his	daughter	out	of	her	dorm	room	and	why	Ms	Walker’s



hair	was	orange	earlier	this	morning.

Emma	cringed.	We	hadn’t	had	a	chance	to	speak	with	our	parents.	They	were	late	due
to	an	accident	on	the	road,	and	the	phone	reception	wasn’t	good	enough	for	us	to	tell	them
the	story.

“Oh,	bloody	hell!”	Emma	cried.	Looking	up,	I	saw	that	my	mother	and	father	had
made	their	way	over	to	Sophie’s	parents.

“Christ.”	I	realized	that	they	were	going	to	hear	this	from	Dan	and	Mary	first.

Sophie’s	parents,	learning	that	my	mine	were	in	front	of	them,	gestured	for	my	parents
to	step	to	the	side.	My	father’s	face	darkened	and	my	mother	gasped,	their	eyes	starting	to
bulge	as	Dan	spoke.	Looking	up,	my	father	called	out,	“Geoff,	Emma,	come	here	right
now!”

Feeling	like	a	convicted	murderer,	I	walked	over.	“Geoff,	Emma,	tell	Sophie’s	parents
that	this	is	a	mistake,”	my	father	said.	“That	you	wouldn’t	do	anything	like	this.”

Emma	looked	down,	and	I	looked	away.

“Geoff!	Emma!”	My	mum	was	horrified.	“Oh	my	God.	How	could	you?”

“There	is	at	least	four	thousand	dollars’	worth	of	damage	to	my	daughter’s	things,”
Dan	said.

“Not	including	what	we	had	to	buy	today,”	Mary	added.	“My	daughter	has	no	clothes,
nothing.	Just	what	she	was	wearing!	They	even	tore	up	her	underwear.”

“You’re	lucky	we’re	not	filing	charges,”	Bruce	said,	furious.

“And	that’s	only	because	Sophie	wants	to	forget	about	this	and	doesn’t	want	any
further	harassment,”	Denise	explained,	looking	at	us	in	disgust.

“We	are	so	sorry,”	Imogen	said.	“We’ll	give	you	a	cheque	this	evening.	Of	course,
we’ll	reimburse	you	for	whatever	Geoff	and	Emma	did.”



Dan	was	just	getting	started.	“Your	son	has	been	harassing	my	daughter	since	she
started	school	here.	He	has	been	the	ringleader	of	a	bunch	of	jackasses.	I	didn’t	say
anything	against	my	better	judgment	because	I	believe	Sophie	must	fight	her	own	battles,
but	this?	This	is	beyond	reason!	What	right	does	he	or	your	daughter	have	to	treat	anyone
this	way?!”

Denise	put	on	an	arm	on	him	to	calm	him.	He	took	a	deep	breath	and	said,	“You	keep
your	children	away	from	my	daughter	because	next	time,	I’ll	press	charges	and	write	a
letter	to	the	college	Geoff	attends	next	year.”

With	that,	the	Walker	clan	left.	My	parents	looked	at	them	in	shock	as	they	walked
back	to	Sophie.	My	father	watched	them	and	then	turned	around	to	glower	at	me	and
Emma.	“Geoff,	Emma,	I	don’t	even	know	where	to	begin.”

“What	the	hell	were	you	two	thinking?”	My	mum	was	equally	furious	shown	by	a	rare
use	of	profanity.

“I	thought	Sophie	was	trying	to	steal	Simon,”	Emma	whimpered,	finding	her	voice.

“And	I	thought	Sophie	was	using	Emma	to	get	even	with	me	for	the	way	I	treated	her
before,”	I	said.	People	were	looking	over	at	us	with	interest.	My	parents	were	so	upset,
they	didn’t	care	about	the	attention	we	were	getting.

“Oh,	for	the	love	of	God!	Emma,	you	did	this	over	a	boy	who	didn’t	care	about	you?”
My	mum	was	yelling	now.	Emma	cringed.

My	father	looked	ready	to	punch	me.	“And,	Geoff,	you	thought	Sophie	was	getting
even	with	you	for	some	horrible	prank	you	pulled?”

“We	used	to	tease	her	a	lot.	It	wasn’t	until	this	year	I	realized	how	amazing	she	was,”	I
said.

“So,	let	me	get	this	straight.	You	bullied	her,	made	a	bet	about	her,	and	thought	she	was
using	Emma	to	get	even?”	My	mother	asked.

I	could	only	nod.



“How	stupid	could	you	be?”	My	mother	smacked	me	on	the	back	of	my	head.	She’d
never	struck	me	before,	and	though	shocked,	I	almost	wished	they	would	both	beat	the
hell	out	of	me.	That	would	hurt	less	than	what	I	was	going	through.	“I	raised	you	both	to
use	your	common	sense.	You	both	need	to	apologize	to	her	immediately!”

“We	tried.	She	won’t	talk	to	us.”	Emma	sniffled.

“What	a	surprise,”	my	father	smirked.	“I’m	shocked	that	you	two	would	act	this	way.
Your	mother	and	I	raised	you	better	than	this.”

I	nodded,	but	he	wasn’t	done.	“I	didn’t	come	from	an	affluent	family.	My	background
is	a	lot	like	Sophie’s.	You	know	what	it	was	like	for	me	at	Oxford,	and	yet	you	acted	the
same	way	as	those	gits	I	went	to	school	with.	I’ve	never	been	so	disappointed	in	my	entire
life.	Imogen,	we	need	to	go	now.	I	can’t	look	at	them.”

My	mother	shot	us	a	withering	look.	“We’ll	be	back	later,”	she	said	in	the	no-nonsense
voice	we	rarely	heard	from	her.	That	hurt	almost	as	much	as	my	breakup	with	Sophie.	In
all	my	eighteen	years,	my	parents	had	never	been	disappointed	in	me.



Chapter	26:	The	Book	Of	Sophie

Sophie’s	Perspective

After	everyone	had	a	chance	to	visit	the	exhibits,	we	spoke	about	our	work	to	the
groups.	I	did	it	on	autopilot.	If	someone	had	later	asked	me	what	I’d	said,	I	wouldn’t	have
been	able	to	answer.	The	only	thing	I	did	remember	was	seeing	Geoff	standing	in	the
corner	with	Emma,	both	of	them	looking	so	sad.	Despite	myself,	seeing	this	broke	my
heart.	Even	though	it	was	illogical,	I	would	have	given	anything	to	turn	back	the	clock	for
a	big	do-over.

Hardening	my	resolve,	I	shook	hands	with	my	teachers	and	the	various	committee
members.	Several	people	told	me	what	a	great	job	I	did	and	that	my	new	look	was	so	chic.
I	snickered	to	myself	at	that	one.	Mr.	Putnam	came	to	help	me	take	my	paintings	down.
“Well	done,	Sophie,”	he	said,	congratulating	me.

“Thanks,	Mr.	Putnam.”

“I	heard	what	the	Carmichaels	did,”	he	said,	shaking	his	head	in	disbelief.	“I	don’t
know	what	the	matter	with	those	children	is.”

“They	weren’t	the	only	ones,”	I	said,	explaining	that	the	rest	of	the	Legacy	Crew	had
been	in	on	it.	For	some	reason,	I	didn’t	want	Geoff	and	Emma	to	get	the	brunt	of	the
blame.

“Well,	remember	this.	You	earned	your	spot	here.	I	wish	more	of	these	students	had
your	character,”	he	said	as	he	handed	me	another	painting.	“The	rest	of	these	need	to	stay
on	the	wall	until	the	end	of	the	year.”

“OK.	Thanks	for	your	help,”	I	said	not	really	paying	attention.

For	a	moment,	I	had	a	brief	fantasy	of	putting	Nair	in	the	Legacy	Crew’s	shampoo.	Six
bald	heads	would	be	hysterical.

My	parents	came	up	a	little	while	later	to	take	me	to	their	hotel.	We	ended	up	having	a
late	dinner	where	my	dad	made	an	announcement.	Mary,	Denise,	and	Bruce	were	going
back	on	Monday	morning	as	originally	planned,	but	my	dad	decided	to	go	back	home	on



Tuesday	so	we	could	spend	an	extra	day	together.	“Daddy,	you	don’t	need	to	do	that,”	I
said,	secretly	relieved	that	I	didn’t	have	to	be	at	Dowsford	on	Monday.

“Of	course	I	do.	How	often	do	we	get	the	time	together?”	He	smiled	and	pulled	me
close	to	him.

Sunday	slid	by	in	a	blur.	We	ended	up	taking	the	train	to	London	so	we	could	be	close
to	the	airport.	My	mother	wanted	to	see	Buckingham	Palace.	My	parents	were	actually
getting	along.	I	don’t	know	if	it	was	because	of	my	problems	or	the	fact	that	Mary	wasn’t
guilty	about	my	dad	anymore,	but	they	were	acting	like	friends.	Go	figure.	In	fact,	we
spent	a	lot	of	time	talking	about	my	dad’s	and	Denise’s	wedding.	Mary	had	a	lot	of	good
ideas.	Since	she’d	had	four	of	them,	I	wasn’t	surprised.

I	was	still	numb	when	my	mom	and	the	others	left	on	Monday	morning,	but	I	felt
better.	It	might	have	had	something	to	do	with	the	fact	Mrs.	Mulligan	promised	to	find	me
a	single	room	away	from	Emma.	It	was	one	of	the	few	times	I	could	ever	remember	my
parents	getting	on	the	phone	together	to	advocate	for	me.	A	couple	of	threats	to	involve
the	police	may	have	been	made.

Duncan	delivered	the	check	to	my	parents’	hotel	Sunday	morning.	My	dad	decided	to
start	replacing	the	items	that	were	destroyed.	We	took	a	cab	to	an	electronics	store	to	get	a
replacement	for	my	Apple.

“How	about	this	one,”	he	pointed	to	an	IBM.

“Dad	that’s	a	PC,”	I	said,	and	then	seeing	a	PowerBook,	I	pointed	to	it.	“This	is	the	one
here.”	Heather	must	have	helped	him	pick	out	my	original	computer.

“Okay,”	he	said,	motioning	to	a	salesman.	Tim,	the	uber-happy	sales	guy,	was	glad	to
help	and	hurried	to	the	back	to	get	a	complimentary	box	of	floppy	disks	for	us.

“Sophie,	do	you	remember	when	your	mom	left?”	my	dad	asked,	standing	by	the
counter.

“Yes,”	I	said.	I’d	been	sitting	on	the	staircase	listening	to	Mary	scream	about	how	bad
her	life	was.	It	had	been	frightening,	the	way	she	pulled	at	her	hair,	her	eyes	bulging.
Later,	she	had	come	into	my	room	to	kiss	me	goodbye	and	tell	me	to	be	a	good	girl	for	my
dad.	I	didn’t	see	her	again	for	two	years	afterwards.



“You	probably	didn’t	know	it	at	the	time,	but	I	fell	into	a	deep	depression,”	he	said,
looking	at	the	glass	counter.	He	never	talked	about	the	early	years.	I	knew	he	had	been
quiet,	but	he	never	acted	differently	around	me.	I	didn’t	feel	any	less	loved.

“It	took	a	long	time	to	get	over	that,	Sophie.	A	lot	of	bad	things	happened	between
your	mom	and	me.	You	were	the	one	good	thing	we	could	agree	on.	I	had	to	see	someone
for	a	while.	What	happened	to	you,	sweetie…”	He	broke	off	and	looked	at	me.

“Dad.”	I	felt	the	pain	again.

“Baby,	you’ll	get	over	this,	but	it	will	take	time,”	he	said,	gathering	me	close.	“Every
one	of	us	will	be	there	for	you,	okay?”

“Thanks.”	I	sniffled,	feeling	embarrassed.	I	usually	never	cried,	but	lately	I	had	been	a
geyser.

We	spent	the	day	wandering	around	London.	My	dad	had	made	arrangements	for	us	to
stay	at	the	Savoy.	He	took	me	out	for	dinner	and	a	musical,	which	I’m	sure	bored	him	to
tears.	We	said	our	goodbyes	the	next	morning	at	the	airport.

“Okay,	call	me	when	you	get	back,	Dad.”

“You,	too,	sweetheart,	whenever	you	want”	he	said,	hugging	me	close	again.

“I	love	you.	Be	safe,”	I	said.

“Call	me	anytime,	collect.	Remember,	we’ll	be	back	in	June	for	your	graduation.
That’s	only	three-and-a-half	months	now.	Plus,	there’s	the	wedding.	July	twenty-first.
Denise	and	I	don’t	want	to	wait.”

“I’ll	be	there,”	I	promised,	relieved	that	I	would	be	back	in	California	soon	and	out	of
this	wretched	place.	As	much	as	I	had	grown	to	like	England	this	past	year,	the	experience
would	be	forever	tainted	due	to	this	past	weekend.

After	another	hug,	I	watched	him	get	in	line	for	security.	He	turned	around	and	waved



one	more	time.	I	smiled	and	watched	him	go	down	the	hallway.	It	was	ironic	—usually,
this	was	the	other	way	around,	him	watching	me.	It	was	odd.	For	a	moment,	I	was
nostalgic	again	for	my	pre-Dowsford	days.	Turning	around,	I	started	back	to	school.

On	the	train	ride,	I	got	out	copies	of	school	notes	some	of	my	friends	had	made	for	me.
My	books	and	notes	had	not	been	spared	from	the	Legacy	Crew’s	reign	of	terror.	The	trip
back	to	Dowsford	just	wasn’t	long	enough.	I	arrived	at	around	2:45	in	the	afternoon.
Classes	were	still	in	session,	so	I	had	some	time	to	get	my	remaining	things	together
before	Emma	came	back	to	our	room.

I	walked	to	the	administrative	offices.	Stopping	at	the	desk,	I	said,	“Hi,	I’m	Sophie
Walker.	My	dad	said	I	should	stop	here	to	get	my	new	room	assignment?”

“Oh,	Miss	Walker.	Yes,	here	are	your	keys.	You’ll	be	in	the	old	servants’	quarters	at	the
back	of	the	dorm,”	the	receptionist	said.

“That’s	fine,”	I	replied.	The	old	servants’	quarters	were	at	the	furthest	part	of	the	Hall
from	my	old	room.	It	suited	my	needs	perfectly.

Grabbing	my	duffel	bag	full	of	new	art	supplies,	computer	gear,	and	clothes,	I	headed
back	to	the	room	I’d	shared	with	Emma.	Entering,	the	first	thing	I	noticed	was	how	clean
everything	was.	Someone	had	obviously	been	hard	at	work	here.	All	the	graffiti	was	gone.
Someone	had	remade	my	bed	with	a	plain	white	comforter	and	my	remaining	meager
belongings	were	stacked	neatly	on	my	desk.

Dropping	my	bag,	I	pulled	my	suitcase,	or	what	was	left	of	it,	from	under	my	bed.
They	had	beaten	on	the	hard	outer	shell.	I	had	to	admit	that	took	determination.	There	was
no	way	it	would	make	the	trip	back	to	California.	Opening	it	up,	I	threw	the	bags	of	new
clothes	my	mom	and	Denise	had	bought	into	it.	I	stepped	to	my	desk	and	grabbed	my
remaining	items	from	it.

My	paint	case	had	been	gouged	and	ho,	scant,	tramp,	whore,	slag,	and	slut	permanently
engraved	into	it.	The	brass	placard	was	hanging	off	the	lid.	My	photos?	Forget	about	it.
Someone	had	tried	to	fix	them,	but	they	looked	a	kindergarten	art	project.	Fortunately,
Heather	had	copies	of	most	them,	and	she	promised	to	send	them	to	me.

I	had	spoken	to	her	on	Sunday,	and	she	offered	to	come	over	and	cut	Geoff’s	balls	off.
I	told	her	not	to	bother	since	it	would	be	a	felony	for	her	since	she	was	a	legal	adult.	I
wanted	the	honor	for	myself	and	was	still	a	minor.	Sighing,	I	put	the	rest	of	my	things	into



my	bag.	Once	I	got	back	to	my	new	room,	I	would	organize	all	of	this.	I	just	wanted	to	be
out	of	here	before	Emma	returned	from	class.	Looking	around	the	room	one	last	time,	I
hefted	my	things	and	started	to	leave.

As	I	turned,	the	door	opened,	and	Emma	walked	in.	She	looked	like	hell.	Good.	Her
eyes	widened	when	she	saw	my	suitcase	in	my	hand.	“Sophie?”	she	asked,	her	tearing	up.

“I’m	moving	to	the	old	servants’	quarters,”	I	said.

“You	can’t	leave.	We’re	roommates!	We	must	work	this	out.	You’re	one	of	my	best
friends.”

I	gawked	at	her,	the	absurdity	of	this	moment	was	overwhelming.	I	had	no	doubt	in	my
mind	that	Emma	was	sincere,	but	I	couldn’t	believe	her	nerve.	She	actually	thought	I’d
just	get	over	this	and	we	could	be	friends,	like	nothing	happened.	Looking	at	my	ruined
suitcase,	all	I	wanted	was	to	get	away	from	this	selfish,	immature	girl.

“You	remember	what	Jill	said	when	this	started?”	I	said	in	a	voice	even	I	didn’t
recognize.	Emma	blanched.	“She	said	you	would	regret	this.	You	sold	me	out	for	a	boy
who	didn’t	care	about	you.	I	get	it,	that	it	looked	bad,	but	what	you	did,	Emma	—	there
are	no	words.”

“Please!	I	broke	up	with	Simon.”

I	just	shook	my	head,	and	grabbed	my	bag.	“Just	stay	away,	Emma.	I	meant	what	I	said
—	I	don’t	want	anything	to	do	with	you	or	your	shitty	brother.	Remember,	you	were	‘all	in
it	together,’”	I	said,	making	quote	marks	with	fingers,	and	walked	away.

Geoff	was	coming	around	the	corner	with	David	as	I	left	the	room.	I	hardened	my
heart	as	I	heard	Emma	crying	behind	me.	“Sophie,”	he	said.

I	just	glared	at	him	and	David,	shoving	past	them,	while	the	other	students	watched	in
amusement.	I	gave	them	the	same	bitch	brow	as	I	left	to	walk	to	my	new	room.	Jill	met	me
there.	“Hey,”	she	said.	“How	are	you	feeling?”

“Like	shit,”	I	replied	honestly,	opening	the	door.	My	new	room	looked	like	a	monk’s
cell,	but	who	cared.	I	only	had	to	put	up	with	it	until	June.	It	had	a	window,	bed,	and	desk,



and	it	was	dry.	That	was	all	I	needed.	The	desk	was	even	negotiable.

“How	about	you?”	I	asked.

“The	same,”	Jill	said,	shaking	her	head.	“Thanks	to	our	little	friend,	everyone	now
thinks	I’m	a	slut.	So	far,	I’ve	had	offers	from	the	entire	cricket	and	soccer	team.	I	came
here	to	get	away	from	it.”

“Oh,	Jill.”	I	sighed,	not	sure	what	to	say.	For	the	most	part	I	had	been	exonerated,	but
Jill?	Not	at	all.	She	was	still	suffering	over	something	that	had	happened	a	year	ago	in	a
different	school.	“What	about	David?”

“Hah.	That	fucker	can’t	stop	trying	to	get	me	to	talk	to	him.	Don’t	worry	about	me.
How	are	you?”

“Apart	from	the	fact	that	my	roommate	and	good	friend	betrayed	me	and	then	ruined
my	shit?	Oh,	and	the	boy	that	I	love	played	me	because	he	and	his	little	friend	were	bored
and	took	a	bet?	I’m	just	great.”

“At	least	we’re	not	bitter,”	Jill	commented,	putting	her	arm	on	my	shoulder.	“Before	I
forget,	I	got	you	a	couple	of	uniforms.”

I	laughed	at	her	quip	and	got	up	to	put	my	things	away.	“Thanks,	Jill.”

She	stayed	with	me	for	a	while,	and	we	chatted	about	my	dad’s	wedding.	Jill	had	had	it
with	Dowsford	as	well.	She	was	going	to	try	and	get	enrolled	in	college	over	the	summer
and	start	in	the	fall.	She	had	the	credits	to	do	it.	I	had	to	admire	that	about	Jill.	When	she
didn’t	like	something	in	her	life,	she	changed	it.	She	wouldn’t	put	up	with	four	years’
worth	of	bullshit,	trying	to	prove	a	point.

Neither	one	of	us	wanted	to	brave	the	dining	hall,	so	we	opted	to	get	some	sandwiches
from	the	student	store	and	eat	in	my	room.	Leaving	the	store,	I	heard	someone	speak.
“Sophia.”	Turning	around,	I	saw	Vivienne	smirking	at	us.

“What	is	it,	Vivienne?	Coming	to	gloat	again	about	getting	Geoff	back?”

“Well,	he	did	tell	me	how	good	it	felt	to	put	his	dick	in	me	again.”



And	I	didn’t	think	I	could	feel	any	worse.	I	might	be	pissed	off	at	Geoff,	but	that	didn’t
mean	I	wasn’t	in	love	with	him.	That	would	take	a	while	to	get	over.	The	thought	that	he
ditched	me	and	immediately	fucked	Vivienne	made	me	sick.

I	felt	Jill’s	hand	grip	my	shoulder.

Taking	a	deep	breath	and	a	page	from	Jill’s	book,	I	said,	“What	do	you	want?	A
goddamn	medal	for	getting	Carmichael’s	dick	into	your	diseased	vagina?	Congrats	to	you.
Your	parents	must	be	so	proud.	Mr.	Radcliffe,	Geoff,	Stas,	back	to	Geoff,	and	whoever
you	bagged	in	between.”

Vivienne	turned	puce	and	then	smiled	wickedly,	“You	know,	Yank,	what	I	can’t
understand	is	why	Geoff	and	Simon	betted	on	you?	When	he,	Simon,	and	David	betted	on
me?	Well,	that	I	get	it,	but	you?	I	don’t	get	it.”

Hmm.	Geoff	had	betted	on	Vivienne,	too.	Well,	at	least	I	didn’t	give	it	up	to	him,	even
if	I	had	been	dangerously	close.	“Vivienne,	if	you	never	remember	anything	I	ever	say	to
you,	remember	this.	At	least	he	never	got	me	into	bed,	and	it	wasn’t	from	lack	of	trying	on
his	part,”	I	said	sweetly,	realizing	that	what	pissed	her	off	was	that	Geoff	was	attracted	to
me.

I	turned	around	and	ran	right	into	Geoff,	who	was	standing	in	the	hallway,	blushing
himself.	“You	know	what,	Carmichael?	You’re	a	piece	of	work.	Is	that	how	you	get	your
kicks?	You	and	the	Legacy	Crew,	you	like	to	place	bets	on	girls?”	I	asked.

“I	called	it	off,	Sophie.	I	swear.”

“Don’t	call	me	that.	Only	friends	and	family	call	me	that,	and	you’re	neither.”

“Sophie,	please	—	I	love	you,”	he	said,	oblivious	to	the	crowd	starting	to	form.

“Yeah,	well,	maybe	if	we’re	lucky,	we’ll	get	over	it	soon,”	I	said,	trying	to	get	my
traitorous	tears	under	control.	“Go	to	Vivienne	—	you	didn’t	mind	fucking	her	the	first
chance	you	got!”	Geoff	winced,	confirming	what	I	knew.

“Soph,	come	on,”	Jill	said.	“He’s	not	worth	it.”



She	was	right.	Wordlessly,	I	allowed	her	to	guide	me	away.	I	was	so	mortified	with
myself	—	I	had	allowed	myself	to	fall	in	love	with	a	boy	who	had	bullied	me	before	and
then	used	me.	He	had	gotten	involved	with	me	only	because	of	a	bet.	At	that	moment,	I
didn’t	think	I	could	feel	any	lower	than	this.	I	was	wrong.

After	a	hideous	night,	I	gave	up	the	pretense	of	sleeping	and	got	ready	for	class.	One	of
the	perks	of	this	room	was	its	own	bathroom.	I	didn’t	have	to	share	the	common	bath
down	the	hallway.	Not	wanting	to	run	into	Vivienne	or	Geoff	again,	I	nibbled	at	the	roll	I
had	grabbed	yesterday	and	watched	the	clock.	I	knew	I	needed	exactly	eight	minutes	to
leave	this	hall	and	get	to	class.	It	happened	to	be	one	of	the	ones	I	had	with	Geoff.	For	the
first	time	in	my	academic	career,	I	was	going	to	be	late	on	purpose.	I	hung	out	by	the
corner	of	the	hallway	and	made	sure	he	stepped	inside	before	I	got	anywhere	near	the
door.

As	the	final	bell	rang,	I	ducked	in	just	as	Professor	Jones	was	locking	the	door.	“So
nice	of	you	to	join	us,	Ms	Walker,”	he	said,	raising	an	eyebrow	at	me.

“Sorry,	sir.”	I	grabbed	an	empty	seat	in	the	corner.	Mr.	Jones	was	archaic	enough	that
he	insisted	on	assigned	seating	by	alphabet.	I	frankly	didn’t	care	and	was	just	glad	my	last
name	started	with	a	W	instead	of	a	C.

Mr.	Jones	started	teaching,	so	I	opened	my	notebook	and	attempted	to	pay	attention	to
the	lecture.	Geoff	was	staring	at	me.	I	tried	to	ignore	him.	He	ended	up	passing	a	note	to
me.

It	said:	Talk	to	me!	Please	–	I	love	you.

Trying	to	keep	my	cool,	I	put	the	note	down	on	the	desk	and	wondered	how	I	was
going	to	get	through	four	months	of	this	torture.	My	thoughts	were	interrupted	by	a	knock
on	the	door.	Everyone	looked	to	see	who	it	was.	A	student	walked	in	and	handed	Mr.
Jones	a	note.	He	read	and	frowned.	“Ms.	Walker,”	he	said,	“the	headmistress	needs	to	see
you.”

I	ignored	the	snickers	as	I	got	up	wondering	what	now?	Could	I	ever	get	a	break?
What	could	the	headmistress	want	with	me?	Walking	out	into	the	hallway,	I	realized	that
she	was	standing	out	there	with	Ms.	Laramie,	the	school	counselor.	They	called	in	the
counselor	only	when	something	traumatic	had	happened,	and	I	don’t	think	my	dorm	room
being	trashed	counted.



“What	happened?”	I	asked,	my	heart	thumping.

“Sophia,	why	don’t	we	go	to	my	office?”	Ms.	Laramie	said.

“I’m	not	going	anywhere!	What	happened?”	The	two	of	them	looked	at	each

other.

Geoff’s	Perspective

This	weekend	had	been	a	disaster.	The	day	after	the	art	show,	my	parents	had	read	the
riot	act	to	Emma	and	me.

My	parents	looked	at	us	sternly	from	across	the	table.	They	had	pulled	us	home	the
night	before,	and	we	were	now	sitting	in	the	kitchen.	

“Well,	I	think	it’s	safe	to	say	that	we’ve	never	been	so	disappointed	in	our	entire	lives,”
my	mother	said.	“What	do	you	both	have	to	say	about	this?”

“I	thought	that…”	I	trailed	off.

“What	did	you	think?”	my	father	asked,	using	his	“client”	voice.

Slowly,	I	told	them	the	whole	sordid	story,	everything	from	the	time	Sophie	had	started
at	Dowsford.	I	took	full	blame	since	my	actions	had	triggered	this;	Emma	hadn’t	been
involved	with	the	bullying.	By	the	time	I	was	finished,	my	father	was	a	frightening	shade
of	scarlet.

“Geoff,	how	could	you?”	my	mother	was	incredulous.	“We	raised	you	better	than	this.
The	bullying	was	bad	enough,	but	a	bet?	My	God,	if	this	is	true,	how	could	you	blame
Sophie?	By	your	admission,	you	tormented	her	for	years!”

“I	thought	she	was	trying	to	hurt	Emma.”

My	mother	just	shook	her	head	and	put	her	hands	on	her	face.	My	father	continued	the
rebuke.	



“Even	so,	what	justification	does	that	give	you	two	to	destroy	her	things?	Emma,
Geoff,	I	have	worked	for	the	better	part	of	twenty	years	so	you	could	have	the	things	I
didn’t	have	as	a	child.	That	includes	providing	you	both	with	the	finest	education	possible
and	having	the	humility	to	appreciate	it!”

My	mother	continued,	“Going	forward	—	and	don’t	even	think	about	going	to
Grandmother	Livingston	—	your	allowances	and	trusts	have	been	suspended.	Neither	one
of	you	will	be	doing	a	damn	thing	unless	your	father	or	I	approve	it.	Is	that	understood?”

I	nodded,	not	caring	about	the	money.	What	was	the	worst	that	could	happen?	I
couldn’t	buy	cigarettes?	Tobacco	was	the	least	of	my	problems.

“Emma,	forget	about	fashion	week,”	my	father	said.	“I’m	using	that	money	to
reimburse	Sophie’s	parents.”

“Geoff,	forget	about	traveling	before	school.	That’s	gone.	Your	rampage	cost	six
thousand	pounds,	and	don’t	even	think	about	saying	you	weren’t	alone.	I	don’t	care,”
mother	said,	as	Emma	started	to	protest.	“I’m	not	responsible	for	them,	I’m	responsible	for
you	two.	You’re	both	volunteering	this	summer.	You	both	need	to	learn	to	appreciate	what
you	have	in	life!”

“Also,	you	are	not	to	socialize	with	those	kids	anymore	outside	of	school,”	Duncan
said.

“Dad,	David	has	been	my	best	friend	since	we	were	in	diapers.”	I	didn’t	care	about	the
rest	of	them.

“His	father	called	me	today	and	gave	me	an	earful	about	what	a	bad	influence	my	son
is,”	Duncan	replied.	“Needless	to	say,	the	only	thing	we	agreed	on	was	that	you	boys	need
time	apart.	While	I	can’t	do	anything	at	Dowsford,	I	can	dictate	what	you	do	here.	You’re
going	back	this	evening,	and	you’re	both	going	to	write	an	apology	to	Sophie	Walker	and
then	leave	her	alone.	Mr.	Walker	made	David’s	father	sound	like	a	choir	boy.”

Both	my	parents	shuddered	as	they	relived	what	Dan	had	said.

At	this	point,	the	only	thing	I	wanted	was	Sophie	back,	and	she	wouldn’t	even	look	at
me.	I	hated	what	I	had	become.	My	parents	were	right	—	I	was	a	bully,	and	I	thought	I	had



fixed	it.	But	my	first	real	test,	I	failed,	miserably.	Even	if	Simon	had	been	telling	the	truth
about	her,	I	had	no	right	to	trash	her	room	or	what	we’d	done	to	her	body.	I	shuddered
when	I	thought	of	her	hair.	And	sleeping	with	Vivienne	right	off	the	bat	—	what	the	fuck
had	I	been	thinking?	That	was	a	definite	lack	of	judgment.	And	the	look	on	Sophie’s	face
when	Vivienne	made	her	smug	confession?	God,	I	wish	I	could	have	shot	myself.	I	know
the	drugs	must	have	fuddled	my	mind,	the	goddamned	paranoia	they	always	cause	Emma
and	me.	That’s	still	no	excuse.	

An	ear-piercing	scream	broke	up	my	pity	party.	I	realized	it	was	Sophie	and	jumped
up,	with	the	rest	of	the	class	behind	me.	“Class!	Order!”

We	ignored	Professor	Jones	and	ran	into	the	hallway.

Sophie	was	gripping	her	hair	and	screaming,	with	the	headmistress	and	Ms.	Laramie
trying	to	comfort	her.	That	got	my	attention.	Ms.	Laramie	was	the	school	counselor,	and
she	only	came	out	when	something	tragic	happened.	Like	when	someone	had	died,	like
last	year	when	Joshua	Hudson’s	brother	died.

I	rushed	to	her.	“Sophie,	love,	what	happened?”

Sophie	stopped	screaming	and	did	the	oddest	thing.	I	had	seen	Sophie	look	at	me	with
a	number	of	emotions	over	the	years	—	annoyance,	amusement,	kindness,	sadness,	love,
lust,	anger	—	but	the	look	she	gave	me	at	that	moment	made	my	skin	crawl	and	would
haunt	me	to	my	grave.	It	was	pure	hatred,	and	she	screamed,	hitting	me.	“I	hate	you!	This
is	all	your	fault!	My	daddy!	Daddy!”

“Sophia,	calm	down,”	Ms.	Laramie	said,	grabbing	her	arms.	“Geoffrey,	please

leave.”

“Please!	What	happened?”	I	asked.

“Her	father	died,	and	you’re	not	helping,”	Mrs.	Mulligan	said.	Sophie	made	a	sound
like	a	wounded	animal.	Oh	my	God.	Dan.

Through	her	sobs,	Sophie	stammered,	“I	need	to	go	home.”



“I	know,	Sophia,”	Ms.	Laramie	said.

“Now!”	she	screamed,	clawing	at	herself.	She	was	leaving	horrid	red	scratches	on	her
pale	skin.

“We’re	arranging	for	you	to	leave	right	now,”	Mrs.	Mulligan	assured	her.

“We	can	help—”	Emma	said,	she	must	have	heard	the	screaming	even	in	her	class,	but
the	look	Sophie	gave	her	stopped	her	in	her	tracks.

“This	is	all	your	fault!”	She	collapsed	against	Ms.	Laramie.

Jill	walked	over,	whispered	something	to	Sophie,	and	took	her	arm.	Lucy	took	the
other.

“Girls,	please	take	Ms.	Walker	to	her	room	along	with	Ms	Laramie	and	help	her	pack,”
Ms.	Mulligan	said.	“Sophia,	I’ll	get	your	taxi	now.”

Lucy	glared	at	us	and	said,	“We’ve	got	it.”	They	took	Sophie,	wailing,	down	the
hallway.



Chapter	27:	You	Can	Never	Really	Come	Home	Again

Sophia’s	Perspective

For	the	first	time	in	four	years,	I	got	a	flight	straight	through	to	Santa	Barbara.	By
some	miracle,	it	was	cheaper.	Like	I	could	give	a	shit.	My	flight	landed	at	1:00	a.m.	in	the
morning.	I	saw	the	Pacific	as	we	flew	in.	And,	for	the	first	time	in	four	years,	I	didn’t	want
to	go	home.	At	all.	My	dad	had	been	shot	at	a	gas	station	by	a	boy	who	was	my	age	who
had	been	robbing	a	7-11.	For	all	I	knew,	I	could	have	gone	to	grade	school	with	the
shooter.	From	what	they	told	me	over	the	phone,	both	the	kid	and	my	dad	had	been
surprised	when	the	goddamn	gun	went	off.	My	dad	had	only	been	in	there	because	he
wanted	to	buy	a	fucking	cup	of	coffee.	The	poor	cashier	had	also	been	killed.

When	Dad	had	arranged	to	stay	that	extra	day	in	London,	he	didn’t	tell	me	that	he	had
a	shift	three	hours	after	he	landed.	He	had	barely	enough	time	to	drop	off	his	bag	and	get
changed.	If	he	had	told	me,	I	would	have	insisted	that	he	go	sooner,	but	in	true	Daddy
fashion,	he	wanted	to	make	sure	that	I	was	okay.

Heather,	Kevin,	and	Lex	were	waiting	to	pick	me	up	at	the	airport.	Wordlessly,	I
stumbled	to	Heather	and	burst	into	tears.	You	would	think	after	five	days	of	constant
crying,	I	would	be	as	dry	as	the	Sahara,	but	I	seemed	to	have	a	never-ending	supply	of
water	flowing	out	of	me.

Heather	hugged	me	hard,	Lex	wrapping	his	arms	around	both	of	us.	Kevin	stood	by,
holding	my	backpack.	Wordlessly,	they	guided	me	to	Kevin’s	mom’s	Bronco.	“O.J.‘s	car,”
Kevin	said,	in	a	lame	attempt	at	humor.

I	nodded,	and	Lex	opened	the	car	door	for	me.	I	climbed	into	the	back	with	Heather.	I
laid	my	head	on	her	lap,	and	she	stroked	my	hair.	“Are	you	sure	you	want	to	go	home?”
she	asked.	“You	can	stay	with	my	parents.”

“Or	mine,”	Lex	offered.

“Or	mine,”	Kevin	said,	checking	on	me	in	the	rearview	mirror.

“No.	Thank	you.	I	just	want	to	go	to	my	house.”



“If	you’re	not	going	to	stay	with	us,	I’m	going	to	stay	with	you,”	Heather	said	in	her
no	nonsense	attitude.	“Don’t	even	think	about	saying	no.”

I	nodded,	feeling	relieved.	I	talked	a	good	game,	but	I	was	glad	I	wasn’t	going	to	have
to	be	alone.	Having	people	you	could	depend	on	was	worth	more	than	all	the	money	in	the
world.	The	irony	was	that	last	week,	I’d	thought	I	was	loved	and	cherished	by	my
boyfriend	and	my	father.	Well,	I	was	loved	and	cherished,	I	thought,	but	by	whom?	This
brought	a	fresh	new	wave	of	tears.

We	finally	pulled	up	to	my	house.	It	looked	like	a	nursery	had	exploded	here.	There
were	flowers	and	candles	everywhere.	I	guess,	normally,	I	would	have	been	touched,	but
now	I	just	felt	empty	and	angry.	Like	a	few	goddamn	roses	and	candles	were	going	to
bring	my	dad	back.	I	had	to	fight	the	urge	to	jump	out	of	the	car	and	kick	everything	over.

“Shit,”	Lex	said,	looking	at	all	the	arrangements	on	my	yard.	“Dan	would	have	hated
this.”

Lex	was	right.	My	dad	was	a	simple	man	and	hated	fanfare.	However,	I	didn’t	have	the
energy	to	take	the	crap	off.	Getting	out	of	the	truck,	Kevin	popped	the	tailgate	and	grabbed
three	sleeping	bags.

Looking	at	me,	he	asked,	“What?	Two	girls	having	a	sleep	over?	You	think	that

Lex	and	me	would	miss	it?	Especially	if	there’s	a	topless	pillow	fight	involved?”

I	burst	out	laughing	for	the	first	time	in	a	week.	Heather	just	shook	her	head	and
opened	the	door	for	me.	The	four	of	us	trudged	into	the	kitchen.	Lex	put	a	kettle	of	water
on	the	stove	so	I	could	have	some	tea.	Gingerly,	I	sat	down	and	tried	to	ignore	my	dad’s
bag	by	the	door.

“Have	you	heard	from	Denise?”	Heather	asked.

“No.	I	spoke	with	Jennifer	briefly.	She’s	pretty	devastated.	You	know	she	lost	her	first
husband?”

“Geez,”	Heather	said,	shaking	her	head.	“That’s	awful.”



The	phone	started	to	ring.	“Who	the	fuck	could	be	calling	at	this	hour?”	Lex	asked,
picking	up	the	receiver.	“Hello,	Walker	residence.”

Then	he	frowned	and	looked	at	me.	“Look,	she	just	got	here,	and	she’s	pretty	wiped
out.	I	don’t	think	she	wants	to	speak	with	you	right	now.	No,	I’m	not	going	to	ask	her,	and
frankly,	you	have	a	lot	of	nerve	calling	here	after	that	stunt	you	and	your	friends	pulled.”
He	hung	up	the	phone.

I	didn’t	need	three	guesses	to	know	who	that	was.	Well,	maybe	two,	but	who	cared	at
this	point.	“Jesus	Christ,	why	can’t	he	leave	me	alone?”	I	nearly	shouted.

“That	was	his	sister,	actually,”	Lex	said,	setting	my	tea	on	the	table	in	front	of	me.

The	phone	rang	again.	“Oh,	for	the	love	of	all	that	is	holy!”	Heather	jumped	up,	and
Lex	hopped	out	of	her	way.	Heather	was	one	of	those	quiet	ones	you	heard	about	—	nice
and	sweet,	but	if	you	pissed	her	off?	God	help	you.

“Walker	residence,”	she	said	into	the	receiver.	“Get	this	straight,	asshole.	She	doesn’t
want	to	talk	to	you	or	your	stupid	sister.	She’s	got	a	lot	more	on	her	mind	than	a	bunch	of
juvenile	delinquents	with	trust	funds.	If	you	call	her	again	or	try	anymore	shit,	I’ll
personally	come	over	to	England	and	rip	your	balls	off.”	With	that,	she	slammed	the
phone	into	the	cradle.

Looking	at	me,	she	said,	“I	don’t	think	he’ll	be	bothering	you	again	anytime

soon.”

“Thanks.	I	really	hate	them.	It’s	his	fault.”

“What	do	you	mean?”	Lex	asked,	turning	a	chair	around	and	straddling	the	back

“My	dad	stayed	an	extra	day	to	make	sure	I	was	okay.	If	he	hadn’t,	he’d	still	be	alive.”
Heather	looked	at	me	in	surprise.	“Sophie,	I	know	you’re	in	a	dark	place	right	now,	but
you	can’t	blame	this	on	Geoff.	As	much	as	I	would	love	to	blame	him,	too,	Geoff	didn’t
pull	the	trigger.”



I	shook	my	head.	They	just	didn’t	understand.	“I’m	going	to	bed,”	I	said.	If	didn’t,

I	would	say	something	to	her	that	I	would	regret.	The	sound	of	the	chair	scraping	the
floor	echoed	in	the	kitchen.	Heather,	Kevin,	and	Lex	all	had	the	same	shocked	expression
on	their	faces.	Geoff	may	not	have	pulled	the	trigger,	but	he	had	caused	my	dad’s	death.
That	much	I	knew.

Sometime	later,	I	felt	my	bed	dip	as	Heather	lay	down	beside	me.	“I’m	sorry.	I	didn’t
mean	to	upset	you,”	she	whispered.

“I	know.	But	Heather,	he	stayed	to	help	me	because	Geoff	destroyed	me.”

She	was	silent	for	a	minute.	“I	hate	that	you	lost	your	hair,”	she	told	me.

“Yeah	–	but	I’ll	be	honest	–	it’s	kinda	growing	on	me,”	I	said,	fingering	my	new	bob.
We	both	laughed	at	the	absurdity	of	everything.

My	mother	flew	in	the	next	morning	with	Bruce	while	I	met	with	the	funeral	director
and	Denise.	Denise	was	a	mess.	The	minute	she	saw	me,	she	burst	into	tears.	Jennifer	and
Tim	were	with	her.

“Oh,	Sophie,	this	should	be	for	our	wedding,	not	his,	not	his…”	She	couldn’t	finish	the
sentence.

As	Jennifer	tried	to	comfort	her	mother,	I	said,	“I	can	handle	this.	Take	her

home.”

She	nodded.	“Tim,	stay	with	Sophie.	I’ll	get	my	mom	home.”	She	mouthed

“sorry”	to	me	and	led	Denise	out	of	there.

Tim	took	one	look	at	me	and	said,	“Kid,	you	need	a	beer.”

I	snorted	and	said,	“And	a	chaser.”



He	shook	his	head	and	led	me	into	the	office.	“Are	you	sure	about	doing	this?”

“No,	but	it	needs	to	be	done,	and	I	need	to	do	it,”	I	said,	sniffling	a	little.	“He	was	my
dad.”

Tim	nodded,	and	we	waited	for	the	funeral	director.	He	arrived	and	started	to	tell	me
about	the	varying	options	available.	The	experience	made	me	sick,	between	choosing	the
site	and	the	gravestone,	and	then	the	paperwork.	The	minute	I	left	the	office,	I	threw	up	on
the	lawn.	Tim	patted	my	back	For	once,	I	was	glad	my	hair	was	gone,	since	it	would	have
been	hell	to	keep	it	out	of	my	face	as	I	vomited	what	little	food	was	in	my	stomach.	Sadly,
puking	on	the	lawn	was	the	highpoint	of	this	visit.

April	8,	1996

I	stared	down	at	the	Thames	River	from	my	window	seat.	The	last	grueling	six	weeks
had	left	me	numb.	My	dad’s	death	left	a	question	about	my	custody.	Since	I	wasn’t	18	yet,
I	was	still	a	minor,	and	therefore	the	question	was	where	I	would	go.	Normally	in	this	type
of	a	situation,	the	surviving	parent	would	have	been	the	answer,	but	my	surviving	parent
lived	in	Florida,	and	I	attended	an	English	boarding	school.	If	I	moved	in	with	Mary,	I
couldn’t	take	my	A	levels,	and	all	that	work	would	go	down	the	toilet.

I	had	a	long	talk	with	Mary,	and	she	agreed,	although	begrudgingly,	that	I	could
become	emancipated.	With	my	scholarship,	I	was	able	to	prove	that	I	could	take	care	of
myself.	As	my	father’s	only	surviving	heir,	I	had	inherited	his	estate,	which	included	his
life	insurance	policy	that	paid	off	our	house	and	a	small	stipend	for	me.	Plus,	I	was	only	a
few	months	from	turning	eighteen.	The	lawyer	agreed	to	start	the	paperwork	for	me.	My
mother	had	called	Dowsford	and	arranged	for	correspondence	work	for	me	so	I	wouldn’t
fall	behind.	Given	the	legal	ramifications,	I	had	to	stay	in	the	U.S.	for	a	few	more	weeks
while	the	paperwork	was	completed.

The	day	of	the	funeral,	a	week	after	my	dad’s	death,	Heather	came	over	to	help	me
dress	and	get	the	house	ready.	We	had	gotten	a	black	dress	the	day	before	at	Ross,	and	she
helped	me	get	into	it.	I	was	so	disconnected	that	I	couldn’t	remember	putting	it	on	or
readying	the	house	for	the	mourners	coming	later.	I	had	to	do	a	eulogy	for	my	dad.	A	few
people	had	offered	to	do	it	for	me,	but	I	insisted	on	doing	it	myself.	It	was	the	only	thing
left	I	could	do	for	my	dad.

Since	my	dad	had	died	in	service,	he	was	buried	with	full	honors.	Members	of	the
Santa	Barbara	fire	department	arrived	and	acted	as	pallbearers.	I	stood	to	give	my	speech
but	now	could	barely	remember	what	I	said.	My	mom	told	me	afterward	that	there	wasn’t



a	dry	eye	in	the	house	when	I	finished.	It	didn’t	matter	to	me	—	my	father	was	gone.	Who
the	fuck	cared	what	they	had	to	say	about	my	dad?	It	wouldn’t	bring	him	back.

Everyone	was	worried	about	me	and	the	depression	I	had	fallen	into.	I	could	barely	eat
or	sleep.	The	guilt	of	having	gone	away	to	school	was	eating	me	alive.	The	only	thing	I
could	think	about	was	if	I	had	stayed	home,	I	would	have	had	more	time	with	him.	Time
that	I	would	never	get	back.	I	used	to	think	that	I	would	have	all	the	time	in	the	world	with
my	dad	once	I	completed	school.	Hah.	What	a	slap	in	the	face	and	a	major	wakeup	call.	It
made	all	that	shit	that	happened	in	Dowsford	seem	so	petty,	so	unimportant.

When	I	wasn’t	feeling	depressed,	I	was	angry.	I	didn’t	know	which	was	worse.	The
depression	was	bad	because	I	could	barely	function.	I	once	spent	a	day	without	leaving	my
bed.	Lex	and	Heather	couldn’t	get	me	out	of	it	other	than	to	use	the	bathroom.

Then	came	a	day	when	the	Carmichaels	sent	a	flower	arrangement	to	my	house	and	no
one	was	able	to	intercept	it	before	I	saw	it.	Apparently,	Geoff	and	Emma	had	been	sending
me	flowers	since	I	got	home,	and	my	friends	had	been	hiding	them	from	me.	They	were
right	to	do	that	because	I	went	ballistic	when	I	saw	the	tag.	I	went	full-on	crazy.	Looking
at	the	roses	that	Geoff	had	sent	me	with	a	“please	forgive	me”	card,	I	carried	them	outside
and	smashed	them	on	my	walkway.	Then	I	starting	screaming	and	hitting	the	concrete
with	my	fists.	Needless	to	say,	my	neighbor,	Mrs.	Fox,	wanted	to	know	if	I	needed	a
doctor.	Lex	just	picked	me	up	and	took	me	into	the	kitchen.

“Soph,	your	fists	look	like	hamburger	meat,”	he	said,	getting	the	first	aid	kit	out	of	the
cabinet.

“Fuck	you,	Lex,”	I	told	him,	tears	streaming	down	my	face.

“Sorry,	babe,	unless	you	want	a	threesome	with	me	and	Tamara,”	he	said,	looking	me
in	the	eye.	“Sophie,	I	love	you,	but	this	isn’t	healthy.”

“Sorry,”	I	muttered,	knowing	full	well	that	Lex	didn’t	do	anything	to	deserve	my
wrath.	It	seemed	to	be	that	way	every	day.	I	was	either	lying	on	the	couch	or	manically
scouring	the	house	to	clean.	There	was	no	normality.

“Don’t	be	sorry,”	he	said	as	he	continued	to	clean	my	scrapes.	“You’re	my	best	friend.
But	you	need	to	get	some	help.”



“I	don’t	want	to	talk	some	shrink	who’s	going	to	tell	me	that	time	will	heal	all.”	I
began	to	bawl.	“I	hate	Geoff!	None	of	this	would	have	happened	if	he	had	just	left	me
alone.”

“You	don’t	know	that,	sweetie,”	Lex	said,	pulling	my	head	onto	his	chest.	“Geoff	is	an
asshole,	and	if	I	see	him	again,	he’ll	be	eating	with	a	spoon	for	the	rest	of	his	life.	But	he
didn’t	shoot	your	dad.	That	prick	in	jail	did	that.”

That	was	the	lowest	point,	and	while	it	still	wasn’t	any	better,	at	least	it	hadn’t	gotten
worse.	Denise	came	over	two	days	before	I	left	to	get	anything	she	wanted	from	the	house.
The	only	things	she	took	were	their	engagement	photo	by	the	bed	and	a	couple	of	photo
albums	from	the	trips	they	had	taken	together.	Before	she	left,	she	and	I	had	a	long	talk
and	she	wished	me	well.

“Sophie,	don’t	be	a	stranger,”	Denise	said,	cradling	the	box	holding	the	items	she	was
taking.

“For	what	it’s	worth,	I	would	have	loved	having	you	as	my	stepmother,”	I	said	as	we
hugged.	“You’ve	been	more	of	a	real	mom	to	me	than	my	own	mother.”

“I’m	going	to	miss	you,	Soph.	I	mean	it	—	don’t	be	a	stranger,”	she	whispered.

While	I	believed	Denise	was	sincere,	I	had	a	feeling	I	wouldn’t	see	her	in	the	near
future.	I	was	a	living,	breathing	reminder	of	the	second	man	she	had	lost.

The	flight	finally	landed.	I	grabbed	my	dad’s	old	army	bag	—	it	was	the	only	thing	to
survive	the	dorm	room	rampage	—	and	started	down	the	flight	stairs.	I	tried	to	ignore	the
fact	that	I	had	done	this	exact	same	thing	back	in	January	with	Geoff.	He	was	the	last
person	I	wanted	to	think	about.	Tim	had	called	him	when	I	lost	it	over	the	flowers.	I	don’t
know	what	he	said,	but	the	deliveries	stopped	after	that.

I	finally	stepped	off	the	plane	and	into	the	terminal.	It	had	been	an	awful	flight,	and	the
weather	outside	was	abysmal.	Rain,	rain	and	more	rain.	I	hated	the	rain.	I	longed	for	the
sun.	Walking	into	baggage	claim,	I	had	the	shock	of	a	lifetime	when	I	saw	Jill	and	Lucy
waiting	for	me.	They	gasped	when	they	saw	me.	I	guess	the	fact	that	I	had	lost	15	pounds
in	the	last	month	probably	gave	them	a	bit	of	a	shock.

“It’s	okay.	You	can	say	it	—	I	look	like	shit,”	I	said	as	we	hugged.



“No,	not	at	all,”	Lucy	lied	as	she	looked	at	Jill.

“Jill?”	I	asked.

“I	can’t	lie.	Sorry,	Luce.	Sophie,	you	look	awful,”	she	said,	her	eyes	tearing	up	a	little.
That	was	a	first	for	me,	seeing	Jill	even	remotely	vulnerable.	I	hadn’t	even	seen	her	like
that	when	she	broke	up	with	David.	“I	can’t	even	begin	to	imagine…”

“Then	please	don’t,”	I	said.	Jill	was	close	with	her	father,	since	her	mother	had	died
young	from	ovarian	cancer.	The	thought	of	losing	her	dad,	brothers,	or	stepmom	terrified
her.

“Well,	the	first	thing	we	have	to	do	is	stop	by	my	mum’s	house,”	Lucy	said,	taking	my
arm.	“She	made	a	shepherd’s	pie	for	you.”

I	shrugged	noncommittally	as	food	was	the	least	of	my	worries.	The	stress	had
shrunken	my	stomach	to	the	size	of	a	walnut.	Lucy	had	brought	her	mother’s	car	to	the
airport	so	we	could	drive	back.	I	asked	her	to	drop	me	off	at	Dowsford.	I	knew	she	and	her
parents	meant	well,	but	seeing	a	happy	family	would	have	driven	me	over	the	edge	at	that
moment.

It	was	coming	on	7:00	p.m.	when	Lucy	got	us	back	on	campus.	“I	wish	you	would	stay
with	us	tonight,”	she	said,	hugging	me.	“I	would	feel	a	lot	better.”

“I	just	need	to	be	by	myself	awhile.”	The	last	month	had	been	a	whirlwind	of	people
who	would	have	felt	a	lot	better	if	I’d	been	staying	with	them.	I	just	wanted	some	quiet.

“I’ll	be	with	her,”	Jill	said,	giving	me	a	look	that	said	don’t	even	think	you’re	ditching
me,	Walker.	“I’ll	get	her	to	eat.”

“Don’t	bet	on	it,”	I	told	her	and	winced	at	my	choice	of	words.	A	goddamn	bet	was
how	I	had	gotten	here	to	begin	with.	First,	with	applying	to	Dowsford,	and	then	Oxford,
and	then	with	Geoff	and	his	boredom.

Jill	just	shook	her	head	and	started	walking	with	me	back	to	Hall.	Once	we	got	into	the
common	area,	I	started	to	head	back	to	my	room.	“Sophia,”	I	heard	in	the	background.
Turning	around,	I	saw	Vivienne.	Why,	I	thought,	does	she	always	show	up	like	a	fungus



when	I	least	needed	it.

“Vivienne,”	I	said,	hoping	she	had	the	God-given	sense	to	leave	me	be.	No	such	luck

“So	you’re	back,”	she	said.

Yes	Captain	Obvious,	I	thought.	“Yup,	and	I’m	going	to	my	room	now.”

“You	know,	I	don’t	know	why	you	came	back,”	she	said,	obviously	trying	to	egg	me
on.	In	fact,	a	whole	group	of	people	was	gathering	around	us.	God,	I	felt	like	a	circus
freak.	My	father’s	voice	sounded	in	my	head:	Ignore	it,	Sophie.	You’re	bigger	than	that.

She	continued,	“No	one	can	stand	you	here,	only	your	slut	friend.	Your	own	father
even	died	to	get	away	from	you.”

Everyone	gasped,	knowing	she	had	gone	too	far.

I	twirled	around	so	fast	that	my	glasses	flew	off,	and	I	howled.	It	scared	the	bejesus	out
of	everyone,	Jill	included	—	she	actually	jumped.	Vivienne	stood	still	instead	of	running
away.	Stupid	mistake.

“You	bitch!”	I	roared	as	I	punched	her	in	the	face,	feeling	the	satisfying	crunch	of	her
nose	breaking.	Blood	squirted	all	over	the	place,	including	the	bystanders.

She	screamed,	covering	her	nose.

I	wasn’t	finished	by	a	long	shot.	She	attempted	to	hit	me,	which	I	easily	dodged,	and	I
plowed	into	her	like	my	dad	had	taught	me.	With	her	on	the	floor,	I	got	on	her	stomach
and	held	her	arms	over	her	head.	“You	dumb	bitch	—	don’t	you	ever	talk	about	my	dad
again!	Do	you	hear	me?!”	I	screamed,	shaking	her.

Vivienne	nodded,	crying.	Someone	grabbed	me	from	behind	and	tried	to	lift	me	up.	I
threw	my	head	back,	head-butting	that	person,	and	he	cursed.

Rising,	I	hauled	Vivienne	up	by	her	hair	and	pointed	to	Jill.	“Apologize	to	her	now!”



She	sniffled	a	little,	and	as	I	yanked	her	hair	again	I	could	feel	strands	giving	way	and
coming	loose.	“Are	you	deaf?!	Apologize	to	Jill	now!”

“Sooory,”	she	whimpered.

“What’s	that?	I	can’t	hear	you!”	I	shook	her	by	her	roots.

“I’m	sorry,”	Vivienne	said	more	clearly.

“Why	are	you	sorry?”	I	asked,	pulling	her	hair	more	tightly.

“Because	I	called	her	a	slut,”	she	whispered.

“Tell	that	to	her,	not	me!	I	know	she	isn’t	one,	but	the	rest	of	these	damn	fools	need	to
hear	that!	Do	it	right	now,	you	goddamn	moron.”	I	pulled	so	hard	I	could	feel	the	hair
cutting	into	my	skin.

“Jill,	I’m	sorry	I	called	you	a	slut,”	she	said	loudly.

“Great.	Now,	don’t	you	feel	better?”	I	asked.	“Because	I	sure	as	hell	do.”	With	that,	I
shoved	her	back	to	the	floor	with	my	Doc	Marten	covered	foot.	Vivienne	sat	there	crying
again,	holding	her	nose.	Ivy	gave	me	a	dirty	look	as	she	bent	down	to	help	her	friend.

Looking	down	at	her,	I	said,	“You	got	a	bone	to	pick	with	me,	Ivy?	Because	I	have	a
feeling	I	have	you	to	thank	for	my	green	hair	last	year.”

She	just	glared	at	me	but	kept	her	mouth	shut.	At	least	she	had	the	common	sense	not
speak.	Geoff	and	Emma	were	there	with	David,	whose	nose	was	bleeding,	too.

Jill	was	looking	at	me	in	shock.	“Sophie,	let’s	go,”	she	said,	grabbing	my	arm.	I
nodded,	feeling	strangely	satisfied.	Maybe	I	should	take	up	kickboxing.

“Sophie?	Jill?”	Emma	said.



“Sophie	is	for	friends	and	family.	You’re	neither,”	I	spat.	Jill	just	ignored	them,
including	David,	who	was	staring	at	her.

Jill	led	me	to	my	dorm	room	and	dropped	my	bag.	

“That	was	quite	a	scene,	wasn’t	it?”	I	asked	dryly,	“How	much	do	you	want	to	bet	I’ll
get	expelled	for	that?”

Jill	just	looked	at	me.	“Sophie,	I’m	worried	about	you.	That	scared	the	crap	out	of	me.”

“I	snapped!	Jill,	she	shouldn’t	have	said	anything	about	my	dad!”

“Don’t	get	me	wrong	—	that	was	pretty	awesome,	but	totally	not	you,”	she	remarked
trying	to	hide	a	smile.

“Jill,	how	would	you	know?	You	didn’t	even	know	me	until	this	year.”

She	crossed	her	arms.	“Sophie,	I’ll	give	you	one	because	you’ve	been	through	hell	and
back,	but	that’s	it.”

I	took	a	deep	breath.	“I’m	sorry.	I	was	out	of	line,”	I	muttered,	sinking	onto	my	bed.	I
couldn’t	afford	to	lose	Jill	—	she	was	one	of	the	few	friends	I	had	here	in	England.

“It’s	okay,”	she	said,	sitting	next	to	me.	“As	much	fun	as	it	was	watching	you	kick
Vivienne’s	ass,	it’s	not	you,	babe.”

“How	did	David	start	bleeding?”	I	asked.

“You	head-butted	him	when	he	tried	to	lift	you	up,”	she	said,	bursting	out	in	giggles.

I	had	to	laugh,	too.	Who	would	have	thought	it?	Me,	Sophie	Walker,	beating	up

David	Lyons.



Chapter	28:	When	It	Rains,	It	Pours

Sophie’s	Perspective

News	of	my	fight	with	Vivienne	flew	through	the	student	body	like	lightning.	It
traveled	even	faster	than	the	tale	of	my	breakup	with	Geoff.	Vivienne	was	now	sporting	a
lovely	broken	nose	with	raccoon	eyes.	Every	time	she	looked	at	me,	she	scowled	but
stayed	away.	The	word	was	out:	Sophia	Walker	was	mental.	I	didn’t	care,	as	long	as	they
left	me	alone.	I	could	only	hope	that	the	solitude	and	Vivienne’s	new	heroin-chic	look
would	last	until	graduation.

Ms.	Laramie,	however,	was	worried	about	me	and	wouldn’t	leave	me	alone.	No	one	—
teacher	or	student	—	would	admit	that	I	was	the	reason	behind	Vivienne’s	new	look,	but	it
didn’t	take	a	rocket	scientist	to	put	two	and	two	together	and	get	four.	Unlike	the	Legacy
Crew,	a	couple	of	black	eyes	was	not	going	to	scare	off	Ms.	Laramie.

She	pulled	me	in	one	day.	“Sophie,	I’m	going	to	ask	you	a	question,	and	I	want	an
honest	answer.	Did	you	have	anything	to	do	with	those	lovely	black	eyes	Ms	Denali	is
sporting?”

I	looked	away.

“Okay,	Sophie,”	she	said,	sighing.	“It’s	not	unknown	what	you’ve	been	through	in	the
last	few	months	and	really	last	few	years.	I’m	frankly	surprised	you	didn’t	snap	sooner,
but	I	can’t	ignore	this.	Not	unless	you	want	to	go	back	to	the	States	early.”

“What	do	I	need	to	do?	Apologize	to	Vivienne?”	I	asked,	resigned	to	my	fate.	What
else	could	I	do?	I	was	emancipated	only	because	I	could	prove	that	I	was	able	to	take	care
of	myself.	If	I	got	expelled,	that	flushed	four	years’	worth	of	work	down	the	toilet.	The
irony	—	the	one	time	I	stood	up	for	myself,	I	was	going	to	be	punished.

“You’re	coming	here	twice	a	week,	and	we’re	going	to	talk	—	really	talk,”	Ms	Laramie
said,	looking	at	me	intensely.	“I	have	already	spoken	with	Headmistress	Mulligan,	and	she
agreed.	Otherwise,	you’re	going	home.”

“Why	do	you	care	so	much?”	I	asked,	in	complete	disbelief.	This	was	just	a	slap	on	the
wrist.	I	mean,	I	broke	Vivienne’s	nose	and	had	more	or	less	admitted	it.	Surely	that	was
worth	a	suspension.



“Because	you’re	a	good	student	and	have	done	too	much	to	get	to	this	point	and	then
lose	it	all	before	you’re	finished,”	she	said.	“And	I	don’t	want	you	spending	the	rest	of
your	young	life	in	an	emotional	state	that	you	ruin	it.	Your	teachers,	the	administration,
and	I	are	in	agreement	on	that	fact.	So,	do	we	have	a	deal?”	She	stared	at	me,	daring	me	to
say	no.

I	nodded.

“Good.	You’re	first	appointment	is	tomorrow.	You	miss	any	of	them	without	a	good
reason,	your	bum	is	on	the	first	plane	back	to	the	States,”	she	said,	standing,	effectively
ending	the	conversation.

I	agreed	and	left	in	disbelief.	I	needed	to	get	to	my	room	and	meet	up	with	Lucy	so	we
could	study	together.	I	got	about	two	feet	out	the	door	and	then	ran	into	Simon.

“Sophia,”	he	said,	smirking	at	me.

“I	swear,	Simon,	you	say	a	word	to	me,	you’re	going	to	look	like	Lyons	and	Vivienne,”
I	said,	not	in	the	mood	for	his	shit.	Besides,	I	had	promised	no	more	fights.	If	I	stayed
there,	I	would	kill	him.

“C’mon	Sophie.	Geoff	and	Emma	aren’t	speaking	to	me,	and	you’re	mad	at	them,	so
what	do	you	say	to	some	revenge?	I’ll	even	make	it	worth	your	while,”	he	said,	winking	at
me,	pulling	out	his	wallet.	Glancing	over	his	shoulder,	I	saw	Geoff	and	Emma	watching
us.	Emma	looked	like	she	wanted	to	puke.

“You	know	what	Simon?	I’m	going	tell	you	exactly	what	I	told	your	moronic	friends
—	some	things	you	can’t	buy	or	apologize	your	way	out	of.	Look	over	your	shoulder,”	I
said,	gesturing	to	where	they	stood.	Geoff	was	a	peculiar	shade	of	red.	Simon	turned	pale
again.

“Excuse	me,”	I	said,	passing	by	them	in	the	hallway.

“Sophie,	wait,”	Geoff	said.	I	walked	faster	and	would	have	made	it	if	he	weren’t	so
goddamn	fast.	“Jesus,	wait.”



“Leave	me	alone.”	I	fumbled	with	my	keys,	not	bothering	to	correct	him	on	his	choice
of	moniker.

“Listen,	I’m	so	sorry	about	your	father	and	what	I	did,”	he	said,	trying	to	stop	me.

“I	swear	to	God,	Geoff,	if	you	don’t	leave	me	alone,	you’re	going	to	match	David,”	I
growled,	my	fury	rising	every	second	I	stood	there.

“Please,	you	have	to—”	he	started	to	say.	I	whipped	myself	around	and	punched	him
hard	on	the	chin.	He	stared	at	me	in	shock.	Emma	had	caught	up	by	this	point.

“Fuck	you,”	I	said,	shoving	him.	“How	dare	you!	Why	the	hell	do	you	think	you	get	to
decide	when	I	should	listen	to	you!	You	and	your	sister	sure	as	hell	didn’t	give	me	the
opportunity.	Don’t	you	ever	tell	me	what	I	need	to	do	or	that	I	should	give	you	another
chance.	Don’t	you	ever	tell	me	how	sorry	you	are	about	my	dad!	He	stayed	an	extra	day
because	I	was	a	mess!	He’s	dead	because	you	two	are	a	couple	of	spoilt	brats!”

Lucy	walked	up	and	looked	us.	“What	did	you	do	now?	God,	stay	away!”

Taking	me	gently,	she	led	me	into	my	room.	“Stay	here,”	she	said	and	walked	back	out.

Geoff’s	Perspective

I	rubbed	my	face	as	I	watched	Lucy	take	Sophie	into	her	room.	“Oh	my	God,”	Emma
said.

“What?”	I	asked,	thinking	that	a	slap	on	the	face	was	hardly	out	of	line.

“She	thinks	we’re	responsible	for	her	father’s	death,”	she	murmured.

Before	I	could	respond,	Lucy	came	back	out.	“Oi	—	what	is	with	you	two	wankers?	I
told	you	both	when	she	was	away	to	leave	her	alone.	She	doesn’t	want	anything	to	do	with
either	of	you!”

“I,	I—”	I	stuttered.



“You	what,	Geoff?	You	chose	to	believe	that	slag	over	her,	so	live	with	it!”	she	shouted
and	then	calmed	down	a	little.	“For	everyone’s	sake.”

“She	blames	us	for	her	father’s	death,	doesn’t	she,”	Emma	stated	rather	than	asked.

Lucy	nodded,	confirming	Emma’s	suspicions.	“He	switched	shifts	with	another	medic,
and	he	got	shot,”	she	said.

“Oh	God,”	I	moaned,	the	guilt	piling	up.

“Cut	the	pity	party,	Carmichael.	It	won’t	solve	anything,	and	as	much	as	I	would	like
to	blame	you	two	for	everything,	it’s	not	your	fault.	You	didn’t	pull	a	gun	and	kill	him.
Some	git	in	California	did.	But	you	need	to	stay	away.”	Lucy	took	a	deep	breath	and
pleaded.	“She’s	fragile	enough	as	it	is.	Please,	for	her	sake	—	if	you	ever	did	care	about
her,	stay	away.”	She	turned	around	and	walked	back	to	Sophie.

“Mr	Carmichael.	Ms	Carmichael.”	I	heard	Ms.	Laramie	down	the	hallway.

“Shit,”	Emma	mumbled,	as	we	turned	around	and	saw	Ms	Laramie	holding	Sophie’s
sweater.

“I	thought	I	told	you	both	to	stay	away	from	Ms	Walker.	Please	come	with	me,”	Ms
Laramie	said.

An	hour	later,	Emma	and	I	walked	out	of	Ms	Laramie’s	office	with	detention	until	the
end	of	term.	I	was	one	demerit	from	being	banned	from	graduation.	Not	that	I	cared.	What
was	the	point?	Without	Sophie,	everything	was	meaningless.	The	only	thing	I	did	care
about	was	the	fact	that	Simon	would	be	joining	us	in	detention.	

Since	the	whole	thing	happened,	David	and	Simon	had	unofficially	switched	rooms.
We	couldn’t	officially	switch	because	David’s	parents	wanted	him	to	end	our	friendship,
and	I	couldn’t	stay	with	Simon	because	I	would	kill	him	in	his	sleep.	This	worked	for
everyone.

I	looked	at	Emma	and	said,	“We	need	to	leave	her	alone.”	Lucy	was	right,	this	was
hurting	Sophie	too	much,	and	I	loved	her	too	much.	I	owed	her	that.	If	I	let	her	go,



hopefully	one	day	she	would	listen	to	me	again.	This	was	pure	karma	for	everything	I	ever
did	at	this	school.	This	pain	was	almost	unbearable.

“But—”	Emma	started	and	caught	Simon	looking	at	her	longingly.	Simon	had	been
stalking	her	over	the	last	month	to	get	her	back.	It	was	killing	Emma	to	have	lost	Sophie
and	Jill.	If	anyone	got	it	at	this	point,	it	was	Emma.	“You’re	right.”

Sophie’s	Perspective

Two	weeks	later,	this	whole	thing	with	the	Legacy	Crew	had	finally	died	down	enough
to	stop	being	gossip.	I	kept	to	myself	for	the	most	part,	staying	as	invisible	as	possible.	It
seemed	to	have	worked	—	the	Carmichaels	had	apparently	finally	taken	the	hint	and	were
leaving	me	alone.	The	rest	of	the	Legacy	Crew	was	following	their	lead.

I	was	walking	by	the	girls’	bathroom	when	I	heard	someone	screaming,	“NO,	NO,
NO!”

Rushing	in	to	make	sure	that	no	one	was	being	attacked,	I	saw	Emma	huddled	in	the
corner,	grabbing	her	head.

My	first	instinct	was	to	turn	on	my	heel	and	leave,	but	my	dad’s	voice	popped	in	my
head.	“Soph,	you	help	someone	when	they	need	it,”	I	heard	his	gruff	voice	saying.

I	dropped	to	my	knees.	“Emma,	what’s	the	matter?”

She	gasped	and	looked	at	me.	Her	eyes,	so	like	her	brother’s,	gazed	at	me	dully	as	she
handed	me	something.	Taking	it	in	my	hand,	I	realized	it	was	a	pregnancy	test.	A	positive
pregnancy	test.

Now	it	was	my	turn	to	gasp.



Chapter	29:	So	Much	For	Senioritis

Sophie’s	Perspective

I	handed	her	test	back.	“Simon?”	I	asked.

“Who	else?	That	bastard	is	ruining	my	life!”	She	threw	the	test	against	the	wall.

“Emma.”	I	sighed	and	sat	down	next	to	her,	remembering	how	scared	Heather	was	last
Christmas.	This	was	a	thousand	times	worse.	Emma	actually	was	pregnant.

“I	know	you	hate	me,	but	can	we	talk	for	a	minute?	Like	we	used	to?”	she	asked,
pleading	with	me.

I	nodded.	I	didn’t	have	it	in	me	to	turn	her	down.	“How	far	along	are	you?”	I

asked.

“My	last	period	was	back	in	early	February,”	she	said	dully,	running	her	hands	through
her	dark	hair.	“This	happened	the	last	time	we	slept	together.”

“Are	you	going	to	call	your	mom?”	I	asked,	thinking	about	Mary	and	wondering	if	she
would	have	thrown	a	fit	or	have	the	kid’s	aura	read.

“Are	you	serious?”	The	look	she	gave	me	was	the	one	Heather	had	during	her	scare.
“You’re	the	only	one	who	knows.	My	other	friends	would	judge	me	if	they	knew.”

“What	are	you	going	to	do?”

“I	don’t	know.”	Tears	streamed	down	her	face.	Given	her	reaction,	I	had	a	feeling
where	she	was	going	with	this.

“You	need	to	see	a	doctor,”	I	told	her,	taking	her	hand.	“Do	you	want	me	to	come	with
you?”



She	nodded.	“Thanks.	Sophie.	I’m	sorry.”

“Emma.	I’ll	help	you,	but	don’t	go	there,	okay?	This	doesn’t	mean	we’re	friends.	Do
you	understand?”

She	nodded,	the	tears	still	falling.	“I	understand.”

“You	need	to	tell	Simon.	Because	he	should	help	you	out	with	this,”	I	said,	wishing	I
could	ram	my	fist	through	his	stupid	pedigreed	head.

She	shook	her	head.	“I	don’t	want	him	involved.	He’ll	use	this	as	an	excuse	to	get	back
together.”

“Geoff?”	I	asked.

She	shook	her	head.	“He’ll	kill	Simon.”

That	I	believed.	Geoff	loved	Emma	more	than	anything	in	this	world.	“Okay,	so	what’s
the	next	step?	Do	you	need	me	to	make	an	appointment	for	you?”

She	shook	her	head.	“I’ll	do	that	with	the	Royal	Health	Centre	tomorrow	morning.”

“What	time?”	I	asked.

“I	should	be	able	to	get	one	for	around	8:30,”	she	said.

“I’ll	meet	you	here	tomorrow	at	7:00.”

I	didn’t	get	much	sleep	that	night.	I	kept	having	nightmares	of	my	dad	being	shot,
Emma	and	Geoff	taunting	me,	Emma	crying	and	holding	a	baby	with	Simon	laughing	at
her.	I	was	relieved	when	my	alarm	went	off.	I	got	up,	showered	quickly	and	ran	smack
into	Jill	in	the	hallway.



“Hey,	Sophie,”	she	said,	smiling.	“I	was	going	to	see	if	you	wanted	to	grab	some
breakfast	in	town	and	study	for	finals.”

“I	wish	I	could,	but	I	have	to	run	an	errand,”	I	said,	not	wanting	to	divulge	Emma’s
secret.	It	wasn’t	my	place.

“I’ll	come	with	you,	and	we	can	study	afterward,”	Jill	said.

“I’m	running	an	errand	with	Emma,”	I	stated,	waiting	for	the	fallout.

Jill	pursed	her	eyebrows,	“Why?”	She	was	still	furious	with	Emma	for	calling	her	a
slut	in	front	of	the	student	body.	Jill	had	been	harassed	for	weeks.	Ironically,	my	beating
up	Vivienne	was	the	only	thing	that	stopped	it.

“I	can’t	tell	you.	Listen,	she’s	in	trouble.	I	can’t	say	anything	because	I	promised	her,
but	I	can’t	let	her	go	through	it	alone.”

She	looked	at	me	and	asked,	“Where	are	you	going?”

“Health	center	in	town.”

“I’m	coming,	too,”	Jill	said,	her	tone	leaving	no	room	for	argument.

I	decided	not	to	argue	since	we	needed	to	get	moving	but	I	wondered	how

Emma	would	react	to	Jill	tagging	along.	My	answer	came	when	we	arrived	at	Emma’s
room.	She	was	waiting	outside	her	door	and	glared	at	me	when	she	saw	Jill.	“You	told
her?!”

“Hardly.	Sophie	can	keep	a	secret,	unlike	some	people,”	Jill	said.	“My	above-average
intelligence	deduced	the	rest.	Is	it	Simon’s?”

“Of	course	it	is!”	Emma	bristled	at	the	implication	that	there	would	be	a	question	of
paternity.



Jill	just	shrugged.	“It	doesn’t	matter.	Let’s	go.”

I	sighed	and	Emma	just	glowered	but	didn’t	make	a	comment.	“After	you,”	I	said,	and
we	left	the	building.

We	rode	to	the	Royal	Health	Centre,	a	nondescript	brick	building	in	the	center	of	town.
Emma	had	called	ahead	for	car	service,	so	we	got	there	quickly.	It	was	a	beautiful	spring
day,	my	thermometer	from	back	home	was	telling	me	it	was	57	degrees.	It	was	a	sweater
type	of	day,	an	outside	type	of	day.	Not	the	type	of	day	to	sit	in	a	sterile	waiting	room	and
watch	my	frenemy	confirm	her	pregnancy	and,	I	was	pretty	sure,	schedule	an	abortion	that
I	hope	she	wouldn’t	actually	have	performed.	I’m	as	prochoice	as	they	come,	but	I	was
pretty	sure	that	she	would	regret	an	abortion	even	more	than	her	pregnancy.

The	registrar	asked	Emma	for	a	urine	sample,	so	Jill	and	I	stayed	in	the	waiting	room.
“So,	how	did	you	know?”	I	asked	when	we	were	finally	alone.

Jill	shrugged	again.	“We	have	a	perfectly	good	infirmary	on	campus.	You	only	go
offsite	if	you	don’t	want	anyone	to	know	about	it.	Poor	thing.”

The	nurse	came	back	to	us.	“Ms	Walker,	Ms	Campbell,”	she	said,	“Ms	Carmichael
asked	that	we	let	you	both	back	in	with	her.”

Emma	was	lying	on	the	table	wearing	a	gown,	with	a	paper	sheet	across	her	legs.
Looking	straight	at	Jill,	she	said,	“You	were	right,	Jill.	I	regret	what	I	did.	Karma	is
kicking	me	in	the	ass	for	what	I	did	to	you	two.”

“Emma,	you	don’t	deserve	this,”	Jill	said,	walking	over	to	her.

“When	I	trashed	your	side	of	the	room,	Sophie,	I	was	high,”	Emma	said,	as	if	Jill
didn’t	speak.	“We	did	some	coke.	And	then	Simon	and	I	did	it	on	your	bed.”

I	winced,	glad	I	didn’t	sleep	in	that	bed	again.	“Emma,	don’t,”	I	said,	not	wanting	to
hear	this.	“You	don’t	need	to	explain	anything	right	now.”

“We	do	the	coke	recreationally,	and	now	I,	I—”	She	started	to	hyperventilate.

“Emma,	you	need	to	calm	done,”	Jill	said.	“It’s	not	just	you	anymore.”



That	caused	Emma	to	cry	even	harder.	“I	don’t	want	to	be	pregnant.	This	is	a	horrible
mistake.”

“Emma,	calm	down,”	I	said,	gripping	her	shoulders.	“Jill	is	right,	and	the	doctor	is
coming	back.	I	can	hear	him	walking	down	the	hall.”

She	sniffled	just	as	the	doctor	came	in.	“Hullo.	I’m	Dr.	Brennan,”	he	said.	“Ms
Carmichael,	your	tests	came	back	positive	for	pregnancy.	We’re	going	to	do	an	ultrasound
to	see	how	far	along	you	are.”

Emma	nodded	as	the	doctor	brought	out	a	machine	with	a	wand.	He	covered	it	with	a
condom	and	added	gel.	“Are	you	going	to	put	that	on	her	stomach?”	I	asked.

Dr.	Brennan	chuckled.	Asshole,	I	thought.

“We	need	to	do	a	transvaginal	first	to	get	measures	on	the	cervix,”	he	said.	“If	the
pregnancy	has	progressed	enough,	we’ll	use	another	one	on	the	belly.”

The	nurse	helped	us	get	Emma	ready	as	the	doctor	inserted	the	probe	in	her.	She
gripped	my	hand	and	gasped.	Dr.	Brennan	started	looking	at	the	machine	as	a	sepia	image
appeared	on	the	monitor.	We	could	hear	some	white	noise	in	the	background.	He	moved	it
around	and	started	to	frown.	Emma	noticed	and	asked,	“What’s	the	matter?”

He	kept	looking	and	finally	removed	the	probe.	Shutting	down	the	machine,	he	turned
around	and	said,	“Ms.	Carmichael,	I’m	sorry	to	tell	you,	this	but	it	looks	like	you
miscarried.”

Emma	burst	into	tears.	I	hugged	her	as	close	as	possible	as	the	doctor	continued	to
speak.	“I	realize	that	this	has	come	as	quite	a	shock	to	you.”

“Was	this	something	I	did?”	she	asked,	babbling.	“I,	I…”

“Ms.	Carmichael,	about	twenty	percent	of	pregnancies	miscarry.	There	was	nothing
you	did	to	cause	this.	From	what	I	can	tell,	the	pregnancy	ended	several	weeks	ago.	You
should	have	naturally	expelled	the	fetus,	but	since	you	didn’t,	I	would	like	to	perform	a
D&C	now.	You	will	have	some	cramping	like	a	regular	period,	but	you	should	be	back	to



normal	by	Monday,”	Dr.	Brennan	told	her.

“Can	you	call	Geoff?”	Emma	asked	me,	looking	like	she	was	about	to	faint.

I	nodded.	Given	everything	that	Emma	was	going	through,	it	seemed	petty	to	say	no.
“Don’t	worry,”	I	said.	“Jill,	can	you	stay	with	her?”

Jill	nodded,	her	eyes	shining	with	tears	as	she	looked	at	the	screen.	“He’s	staying	in
David’s	room,”	she	said.	“The	number’s	in	my	bag.”

I	grabbed	her	address	book	and	my	own	change	purse.	Going	to	the	lobby,	I	dialed.
One	ring,	two	rings,	and	my	stomach	was	in	knots.	This	was	a	million	times	worse	than
what	Heather	had	gone	through.	“Hallo,”	David	said.

“It’s	Sophie,”	I	said.	“I	need	to	speak	with	Geoff.	Please	put	him	on	—	it’s	about
Emma.”

“Geoff,	mate.	Sophie’s	on	the	phone.”

“What?	Okay.”	I	heard	Geoff’s	voice	in	the	background.	My	heart	beat	picked	up

a	little.

“How	have	you	and	Jill	been?”	David	asked.	He	was	obviously	fishing	for	information
about	her.

“Busy,”	I	said,	not	wanting	to	give	up	anything	about	Jill.	That	was	between	them,	and
I	wasn’t	a	goddamn	switchboard.	“Is	Geoff	coming?	It’s	really	important.”

“He’s	coming	now.	Could	you	please	tell	her	I	miss	her?”

“Tell	her	yourself.	I’m	not	doing	you	any	favors.”

Geoff	finally	got	to	the	phone,	“Sophie?”



“Listen,	I’m	not	calling	to	rehash	anything	with	you.	Get	that	through	your	thick	head
because	your	friend	is	trying	to	pump	information	from	me,”	I	said.	“I’m	here	with	Emma
at	the	Royal	Health	Centre.”

“Oh.	Is	she	okay?”

“No,	she	isn’t.	You	need	to	get	down	here.	She	was	pregnant.”

I	could	hear	the	deep	intake	of	breath	leaving	him.	“Did	she	have	a	termination?”

“No,	she	miscarried.	She’s	a	mess	and	needs	to	have	a	procedure	done.	She	wants
you,”	I	said,	feeling	miserable	for	Emma,	her	situation	depressing	me	even	more.	This	was
another	reason	why	I	was	relieved	that	Geoff	and	I	didn’t	sleep	together.	A	pregnancy
would	have	tied	us	together	forever.	My	dad	was	smart	to	drill	“the	talk”	into	my	head.

“I’ll	be	there	soon.	Please	tell	her.”

“I	will.	Goodbye.”	I	hung	up	the	phone,	not	giving	him	a	chance	to	respond.

I	walked	back	to	Emma’s	room.	Jill	was	stroking	her	hair.	“He’s	coming,”	I	said.

“Thank	you,”	she	replied,	curling	up	on	the	cot.

We	stayed	with	her	until	Geoff	came	in	with	David.	The	nurse	following	them.	“I’m
sorry,”	she	said.	“We	can’t	have	all	of	you	in	here	with	the	patient.”

“That’s	okay.	We	were	just	leaving,”	I	said.	Jill	nodded	in	agreement.	Geoff	looked	at
me	sadly.	For	once,	I	took	a	good	look	at	him.	He	had	lost	weight	and,	frankly,	looked	like
crap.	A	small	part	of	me	longed	to	hug	him	and	tell	him	it	would	be	okay,	but	the	rest	of
me	just	wouldn’t	do	it.	Emma	was	a	different	story.	I	walked	over	to	her	and	said,
“Remember	what	the	doctor	said.	This	isn’t	your	fault,	and	you	don’t	deserve	this,	okay?”

She	sniffed	and	hugged	me	hard.	“I	feel	so	horribly	guilty.”

“Don’t,”	I	said,	realizing	she	meant	more	than	just	her	pregnancy.	“I’ll	be	by	to	check
on	you	later.”



Jill	gave	her	a	hug,	too,	and	left	without	a	word	to	David.	He	stared	at	her	longingly.	I
turned	to	leave,	guessing	that	Geoff	was	mirroring	the	same	look,	and	I	didn’t	want	to	see
it.	As	I	passed	him,	I	realized	that	David’s	knuckles	were	all	red.

Against	my	better	judgment,	I	asked,	“What	happened	to	you?”

David	chuckled	darkly.	“Simon	may	have	run	into	my	fists	when	I	left	today.”

I	gaped	at	him,	wondering	if	he	had	told	Simon	about	Emma’s	condition.	“I	told	him	it
was	just	for	being	ugly,”	he	added	with	the	same	dark	smile.

I	cracked	up	a	little.	“Alright	then.”

Jill	was	waiting	for	me	in	the	hallway,	laughing	quietly.	“You	caught	what	I	asked
him?”	I	inquired.

She	nodded.	“C’mon,	let’s	get	breakfast,”	she	said,	even	though	it	was	safe	to	say	we
had	both	lost	our	appetites.	We	walked	several	blocks	and	entered	the	first	diner	we	saw.

“Poor	Emma,”	Jill	said.	“I	wouldn’t	wish	this	on	anyone.”

I	nodded.	As	bad	as	Heather’s	pregnancy	scare	had	been,	this	was	a	thousand	times
worse.	At	least	Kevin	loved	and	cherished	Heather.	Emma’s	baby	would	have	been	a
permanent	connection	with	Simon.

“I	don’t	know	if	she	dodged	a	bullet	or	if	this	is	some	tragic	loss	she’s	going	to	spend
the	rest	of	her	life	mourning,”	I	said,	rubbing	my	finger	around	the	lip	of	my	cup	making	a
satisfying	squeak.

“I	feel	so	guilty,”	Jill	said	after	a	moment.

“What	for?	Why	should	you	feel	guilty?	It	wasn’t	like	you	got	her	pregnant.”

Jill	shook	her	head.	“I	took	that	cheap	shot	about	Simon	not	being	the	father.	I	knew



she	hasn’t	been	with	anyone	else,	but	I	just	couldn’t	resist.”

I	nodded.	“Well,	she	did	say	some	horrible	things	about	you,”	I	reminded	her.

“Still…”	Jill	pondered,	her	blue	eyes	thoughtful.

“I	was	thinking	earlier	that	although	I	don’t	think	Emma	and	I	will	ever	be	best	friends
again,	I	don’t	want	to	be	angry	with	her	anymore,”	I	said.

“Me	either,”	Jill	agreed.

“I	think	I’m	forgiving	her.”

Jill	nodded	but	then	said,	“David	is	another	story.”

“So	is	Geoff,	and	like	I	said,	I’m	not	trying	to	be	friends	with	Emma.	I’m	just	trying	to
move	past	the	animosity	I	feel	toward	her.”

We	nodded	and	picked	at	our	food,	pretending	to	eat.	Jill	returned	to	Dowsford
afterwards,	but	I	decided	to	walk	around	for	a	while,	thinking	about	Geoff,	Emma,	my
dad,	everything.	I	meant	what	I’d	said	earlier	about	Emma.	While	I	didn’t	think	we	could
ever	be	friends	again,	I	didn’t	want	her	as	an	enemy.	I	ended	up	not	going	back	to
Dowsford	until	the	afternoon.

When	I	got	back	to	the	dorms,	I	knocked	on	Emma’s	door.	Geoff	answered,	looking
exhausted.

“How	is	she?”	I	asked.

“Devastated.	She’s	asleep	right	now,	but	I’m	worried	about	her.”

“You	might	want	to	have	her	speak	with	someone,”	I	said.	“Perhaps	your	mom.”

Geoff	snorted.	“Yeah,	like	that’s	going	to	happen.	My	parents	are	not	our	biggest	fans
these	days.”



“And	whose	fault	is	that?”

Geoff	flinched.

I	took	a	deep	breath.	“Listen,	I’m	not	here	to	rehash	the	past	with	you.	I	just	wanted	to
see	how	Emma	is.	I’m	sorry	she	isn’t	doing	well.	Please	tell	her	I	stopped	by.”

He	nodded	and	then	looked	at	me	longingly	again.	I	felt	myself	blush	all	over,	and
realizing	Geoff	knew	what	that	flush	covered,	I	turned	an	even	darker	color.

“Listen,	Sophie,	thank	you	for	being	there	for	her.”	He	looked	at	me,	trying	to	see	if
this	had	any	larger	significance	other	than	checking	on	an	acquaintance.	“I	love	you	still.”

“Let’s	get	something	straight.	This	doesn’t	make	things	right	between	you	and	me	or
even	Emma	and	me,”	I	said.	“I	did	this	because	it	was	the	right	thing	to	do,	and	my	father
would	have	expected	it	from	me.”

“Can	we	ever	move	past	any	of	this?”	Geoff	whispered,	tears	in	his	eyes.

I	took	another	deep	breath	because,	as	angry	as	I	was	at	him	for	everything	he’d	put
me	through,	a	small	but	loud	part	of	me	craved	him.	Simply	put,	he	was	like	heroin	to	me
—	intoxicating	and	heavenly,	but	deadly.	I	had	given	him	a	chance,	and	he	had	squandered
it	like	a	petulant	child.	I	refused	to	be	a	doormat.	“No,	maybe	one	day	I	can	with	Emma,
but	you?	That’s	not	in	the	cards,”	I	said	and	turned	away.



Chapter	30:	Let’s	Try	And	Have	Some	Fun	Again

Sophie’s	Perspective…

I	checked	in	on	Emma	a	few	more	times	after	that.	Each	time,	she	started	to	look	a
little	better,	but	she	was	definitely	depressed.	She	needed	more	help	than	an	equally
fucked-up	girl	could	give	her,	and	the	school	year	was	quickly	coming	to	a	close.

One	day,	Jill	decided	that	she	wanted	to	go	out	and	have	some	fun	after	A	levels	were
complete.	As	she	put	it	to	me,	the	season	of	mourning	was	over.	She	insisted	that	we	grab
Lucy	and	Sebastian	and	head	out	to	Heart	Strings.	That	was	the	club	that	Emma	had
wanted	me	to	try	on	my	birthday.	Jill	said	she	had	a	surprise	and	would	show	me	at	the
club.	After	this	shitty	semester,	I	felt	the	need	to	unwind,	so	I	agreed.

Lucy	picked	me	up	at	my	room	and	we	headed	to	the	club.	Loud,	angry,	techno	rock
was	blaring.	It	fit	my	mood	perfectly.	Jill	was	standing	inside	with	two	boys	about	our	age.
“Hey,	guys!	Over	here!”	she	called	out.

“Hi,”	I	said,	giving	her	a	hug.	“What’s	going	on	in	that	devious	mind	of	yours?”

She	winked	at	me.	“Sophie,	let	me	introduce	you	to	my	two	friends.	This	is	Pierre,	his
father	works	with	my	dad	at	the	Embassy.	And	this	is	his	friend,	Carlos,	his	father	works
for	the	Spanish	embassy,”	Jill	said,	smirking.	She	leaned	in	close	to	me	and	said,	“I
thought	Carlos	could	help	you	with	your	Spanish	levels.”	With	that	she	grabbed	Pierre	and
led	him	onto	the	dance	floor.

Lucy	and	Sebastian	started	laughing	and	introduced	themselves	to	Carlos,	who	spoke
perfect	English.	“So,	Sophie,	you	do	not	have	a	boyfriend?”	Carlos	asked,	getting	me	a
soda.

“Ah,	no,”	I	said,	looking	wistfully	at	the	couples	on	the	floor.	Jill	seemed	hell	bent	on
forgetting	David,	since	she	had	her	tongue	down	Pierre’s	throat.	Lucy	and	Sebastian	were
in	their	own	world	in	a	dark	corner.

Carlos	looked	at	me.	“But	you	had	one,	yes?”

“I	did.	We	broke	up	back	in	February.	It’s	still	pretty	raw.”



“Raw?”	he	asked,	raising	an	eyebrow.	Slang	apparently	wasn’t	part	of	Carlos’
repertoire.

“Painful,”	I	explained,	and	then	it	got	a	whole	lot	worse.	Geoff	came	in	with	a
beautiful	redhead,	and	they	started	dancing	in	an	indecent	way.	David	was	there,	too,	with
a	blonde.	I	took	a	deep	breath	and	considered	asking	if	Carlos	could	get	me	something
stronger.	He	was	nineteen,	so	he	could	get	whatever	he	wanted.

Carlos	followed	my	eyes.	“Your	ex-boyfriend?”

I	nodded.	“Well,	beautiful	Sophie.	I	am,	as	you	say,	in	the	same	boat	as	you.	I	just
broke	up	with	my	boyfriend.”

I	gaped	at	him,	thinking	for	a	moment	that	he	confused	his	pronoun,	and	then	it
dawned	on	me.	“Oh.”

“I’m	bisexual,”	Carlos	explained,	laughing	a	little	at	me.	“You’re	very	beautiful.	Your
boyfriend	es	muy	stupido,	es	verdad?”

I	laughed,	blushing	and	wondering	for	a	brief	moment	if	it	was	possible	for	him	to	talk
my	pants	off.	“So	my	breasts	aren’t	turning	you	off?”	I	asked,	feeling	a	little	light	headed,
almost	high.	Carlos	was	definitely	cute	with	his	olive	coloring	and	muscular	build.	He	was
exactly	what	I	needed	at	that	moment,	a	distraction	—	a	handsome,	charming	distraction.
And	by	the	way	he	was	looking	at	me,	he	was	thinking	the	same	thing.

“Quite	the	opposite.	Ven	conmigo,	hermosa”	he	said,	seductively	stroking	my	face.

I	blushed	again	and	decided	what	the	hell.	It	wasn’t	like	I	would	ever	see	him	again.
He	grabbed	my	hand	and	took	me	onto	the	dance	floor.	Looking	up	into	his	dark	eyes,	I
felt	almost	mesmerized	as	we	moved	together.	Well,	he	moved,	and	I	followed.	It	wasn’t
like	when	I	had	danced	with	Geoff	and	I	had	felt	like	I	was	floating.	Given	the	fact	that
Geoff	had	a	new	girl	in	his	life,	and	this	breakup	was	my	decision,	buyer’s	remorse	wasn’t
an	option.

“So,	what	happened	with	you?”	I	asked,	over	the	music.



“His	parents	found	out.	They	weren’t	understanding	about	his	attraction	to	boys.	He’s
not	bi	like	me	—	he’s	gay.	His	family	is	extremely	religious,	and	him	dating	a	boy?	Well,
Paolo	broke	up	with	me.	How	about	you?”

“My	boyfriend	thought	I	was	cheating	on	him.	Then	he	broke	my	heart.”

“Ouch.	Dumb	question	—	were	you?”	he	asked,	raising	an	eyebrow.

“No.	He	ended	up	finding	out	the	truth.”

“Well,	mi	querida,”	he	said,	“he’s	a	fool,	es	verdad?”

“Si,	como	no,”	I	said,	smiling.	He	bent	down	and	kissed	me.	He	wasn’t	Geoff,	but	he
was	fabulous.	Geoff	really	is	an	idiot,	I	thought	as	I	kissed	him.	For	a	brief	moment,	I
considered	going	back	to	Carlos’	room	for	a	little	more	fun.

I	was	enjoying	his	embrace	when	Carlos	suddenly	got	jerked	away.	Geoff,	with	a
menacing	look,	punched	Carlos	in	the	jaw.

“Geoff,	what	the	hell?!”	I	stepped	between	the	two	of	them	before	the	fight	got

worse.

“He	was	kissing	you!”

“So	what?	We	broke	up,	and	you’re	with	someone	else!”	I	looked	back	at	the	angry
redhead	on	the	dance	floor.	She	was	obviously	pissed	that	her	date	had	abandoned	her	for
an	ex.	I	couldn’t	blame	her	—	I’d	be	pissed	too.

Geoff	blanched.	“She	doesn’t	mean	anything.”

“I	don’t	care	if	she	is	the	lost	love	of	your	life!”	I	lied	—	in	truth,	I	wanted	to	be	that
Sophie	before	the	art	show.	Finding	my	backbone,	I	shoved	him.	“I	told	you	to	leave	me
be!”



By	this	point,	David	had	come	up	to	make	sure	Geoff	didn’t	do	anything	more	stupid.
Then	he	took	one	look	at	Jill,	who	had	run	up	with	her	date,	and	howled,	lunging	at	poor
Pierre,	who	looked	like	he	might	mess	his	pants	when	the	giant	ran	at	him.

I	grabbed	Jill	to	make	sure	she	didn’t	try	to	get	involved.	“Jill,”	I	said,	guiding	her	to
the	door.	“C’mon.”

Security	rushed	by	us	to	break	up	the	fight.	Lucy	and	Sebastian	were	waiting	by	the
exit,	looking	for	us.	“I	have	to	wait	for	Pierre	and	Carlos,”	Jill	said,	frowning.

“I’m	going	home,”	I	said,	embarrassed.	“Please	apologize	to	Carlos	for	me.”

She	nodded.	“I’ll	meet	you	later.”

Geoff’s	Perspective

After	security	escorted	us	outside,	Kate	slapped	me	across	the	face	and	stormed	off.	I
couldn’t	blame	her	—	I	had	promised	her	a	fun	evening	and	ended	up	getting	into	a	brawl.
If	that	wasn’t	bad	enough,	I’d	ended	the	evening	by	saying	she	didn’t	mean	a	thing	to	me.
Not	my	finest	moment.	Seeing	Sophie	with	that	guy	made	me	lose	it.	I	saw	red	when	that
bastard	kissed	her.	Then	I	realized	she	saw	me	with	Kate,	and	even	though	we	were
broken	up,	I	felt	like	the	lowest	type	of	scum.

Out	of	the	corner	of	my	eye,	I	saw	her	getting	on	the	bus.	The	look	she	gave	me	as	the
bus	pulled	away	convinced	me	of	two	things.	One,	she	was	still	in	love	with	me,	and	two,
she	hated	my	guts.	I	resolved	to	finish	the	year	as	quietly	as	possible	and	give	her	space.



Chapter	31:	To	Everything	There	Is	A	Season

Sophie’s	Perspective

The	day	before	graduation

The	fight	in	the	club	turned	out	to	be	anti-climactic.	The	day	afterward,	I’d	gotten	a
note	from	Geoff,	apologizing	for	his	behavior	and	promising	to	leave	me	alone.	On	the
other	hand,	Jill	had	stuck	around	with	Pierre	and	Carlos	to	make	sure	they	got	back	to
London.	When	she	returned	to	school,	she	had	accidentally	run	into	David.	She	came	over
the	next	day	to	talk	to	me	about	it.

I	was	lying	in	bed,	sniffling	into	a	tissue.	Lucy	had	come	by	to	stay	with	me	for	a	little
bit,	but	I	had	sent	her	home	around	midnight.	There	was	a	knock	on	the	door	and	hoping	it
wasn’t	Geoff,	I	peeped	out	and	saw	it	was	Jill.	She	looked	ragged.

“Sophie,”	Jill	said,	running	her	hand	through	her	bangs.	For	a	brief	moment,	she
reminded	me	of	Geoff.	“Can	I	come	in?”

“Of	course.”	When	I	opened	the	door,	she	walked	over	and	sat	on	my	bed,	looking
conflicted.

“Okay,	Jill.	Don’t	tell	me	you’re	having	a	pregnancy	scare,	too,	because	I	don’t	think	I
can	deal	with	another	one.”

She	snorted.	“Hardly.	Look,	I	got	into	a	big	fight	with	David	last	night.”

“Oh.	What	happened?”

“I	was	taking	Pierre	and	Carlos	back	to	the	train	station.	By	the	way,	Carlos	really	likes
you.	You	should	call	him,”	she	said,	giving	me	a	note	with	his	number.

I	put	the	piece	of	paper	on	my	nightstand.	“Thanks,	but	stop	changing	the	subject.
What	happened?”



“Well,	anyway,	I	ran	into	David.	Next	thing	I	knew,	we	were	screaming	at	each	other.”
She	looked	away,	blushing.

“You	two	didn’t	end	up	in	bed,	did	you?”	I	asked,	shocked.	Jill	rarely	blushed.	I	raised
my	eyebrows,	wondering	if	I’d	hit	the	nail	on	the	head	there,	so	to	speak.

“No.	Believe	it	or	not,	we	ended	up	talking	all	night	after	we	both	calmed	down,”	she
said.

Well,	that	at	least	explained	the	ragged	look,	I	mused.

“Oh.	Wanna	get	something	to	drink?”	I	asked.

She	nodded,	and	we	made	our	way	to	the	Student	Union.	“So,	what	did	you	guys	end
up	discussing?”	I	wondered	as	we	got	our	order.

She	looked	nervous	again.

“Jill,	if	the	answer	is	that	you	want	to	get	back	together	with	David,	I’m	not	going	to
be	offended.	Just	don’t	ask	me	to	spend	time	with	him,”	I	assured	her.	My	friendship	with
her	was	too	valuable	to	lose	over	a	guy.

“We	didn’t	decide	to	do	anything	like	that,	but	we	did	talk	about	what	went	wrong.”

“What	did	you	figure	out?”

“I	miss	him,”	she	said,	rubbing	her	thumb	on	the	cup	lip.	“But	I	don’t	know	if	we	can
go	back	to	the	way	things	were.	The	trust	is	gone.”

“Try	the	friends	route.”

“Friends?”



“Why	not?	Like	I	said	—	this	isn’t	about	you	and	me	or	me	and	David.	It’s	about	you
and	David.”

She	looked	down	at	her	cup	again,	so	vulnerable,	not	at	all	like	her	usual	manner.

“But	either	way,	we’ve	come	too	far	to	let	a	boy	come	between	us,”	I	told	her.

Although	they	continued	talking,	Jill	was	still	keeping	David	at	arm’s	length.	I	had
called	Carlos	a	few	times	after	that	disastrous	night	but	he	was	becoming	more	of	a	friend
than	a	potential	boyfriend.	At	the	moment,	I	wasn’t	ready	for	anything	more	serious.	I	just
wanted	this	weird	year,	with	both	its	beauty	and	destruction,	to	be	over.

It	was	now	late	June.	Graduation	was	the	next	day,	and	Jill	had	been	granted	a	special
exception	to	graduate	with	us.	Mary	had	broken	her	ankle	doing	yoga	and	couldn’t	come,
so	I	would	have	no	one	attending.	I	was	okay	with	that.	After	all,	I	wasn’t	a	stranger	to
being	by	myself.	After	graduation,	I	was	scheduled	to	leave	immediately.	Lex,	Heather,
Kevin,	and	I	were	meeting	up	in	London	at	the	train	station	and	heading	out	to	tour
Europe	with	their	group.

The	weather	had	been	warming	gradually	for	the	last	couple	of	days.	People	were
losing	layers	each	time	the	thermometer	rose	a	couple	of	degrees.	I	was	sitting	in	the	quad,
looking	at	some	drawings	I	did	in	the	beginning	of	the	year,	when	Emma	came	by	and
spoke	tentatively.	“Sophie?”	she	asked.

Emma	and	I	didn’t	hate	each	other	outright	anymore.	We	had	become	more
acquaintances	than	the	close	friends	we	had	been	at	the	beginning	of	the	year.	“Hey,”	I
said,	closing	my	sketch	book.	“What’s	up?”

“This	got	delivered	to	me	by	accident,”	she	said,	handing	me	a	thick,	cream	envelope.	I
looked	at	it	and	had	a	sense	of	déjà	vu	from	when	I	got	my	Dowsford	and	Oxford
acceptances.	This	one	was	from	Cambridge.	With	everything	that	had	happened,	I	had
completely	forgotten	about	this.

“What	is	it?”	she	asked.

I	raised	an	eyebrow,	not	wanting	to	share	my	personal	life,	but	again	my	father’s	voice
reminded	me	about	the	good	manners	he’d	instilled.	“Right	before	the	art	show,

Mr.	Putnam	called	a	friend	of	his	who	works	at	Cambridge,”	I	said.	“He	admitted	me



on	the	spot.	I’m	guessing	this	is	the	formal	reminder.”

“Are	you	taking	it?”	she	asked,	looking	a	little	excited,	probably	thinking	this	was	a
way	to	rekindle	our	friendship.	Yeah,	not	going	to	happen.	

I	shook	my	head.	“I’ve	been	out	of	the	States	too	long.	I’m	going	home.	There’s
nothing	for	me	here,”	I	said,	standing.

“What	about	Jill	and	Lucy?”	she	asked,	grasping	at	straws.

“What	about	them?	Lucy	is	graduating	and	going	off	to	college.	So	is	Jill.”

Her	face	fell	a	little.	“Jill	is	leaving?”	she	asked,	tearing	up.	Jill	and	Emma	had	been
friends	before	I	had	come	onto	the	scene.	I	had	a	feeling	that	Emma	had	hoped	they	could
fix	their	problems.

“She	applied	for	early	graduation,”	I	said,	grabbing	my	backpack	to	leave.

“Where’s	she	going?”	Emma	asked,	desperate	for	information.

“NYU.	Listen,	Emma,	I’m	sorry,	but	I	need	to	go.”

“Oh,	sure,”	her	voice	trailed	off	as	I	left.

Jill	was	in	the	video	lab	today	working	on	the	video	yearbook.	Lucy	was	shopping
with	her	mom	so	I	was	covering	her	shift	in	the	student	store.	We	were	closing	down	for
the	semester.	Since	I	was	leaving	at	graduation,	I	wouldn’t	be	around	for	book	resale,	so	I
trained	the	new	hires	for	Iris.	She	and	I	had	agreed	that	I	would	just	do	inventory	until	my
last	day.	As	I	started	my	shift,	Iris	walked	back	to	me.	“Sophie,	love,	there	are	some	kids
here	to	see	you.	Heather,	Kevin,	and	Lex?”	she	asked.

I	squealed	and	ran	outside.	There	they	were,	all	the	way	from	California.	It	was	so
surreal	seeing	them	in	Dowsford.	Screaming,	Heather	and	I	collided	with	each	other,
ignoring	the	fact	that	people	were	staring	at	us	now.

“What	are	you	doing	here?”	I	asked,	grinning	from	ear	to	ear	for	the	first	time	since
February.



“Are	you	kidding	me?”	Lex	said.	“How	could	we	let	you	graduate	without	anyone	to
cheer	you	on?”

Iris	beamed	at	me	and	said,	“Sophie,	why	don’t	you	take	the	afternoon	off?	We’re
dead.”

“Thanks,	Iris,”	I	said,	grabbing	my	backpack	from	the	ground.	Heather	took	my	arm	as
we	left.

“I	thought	you	were	going	to	quit	working,”	Heather	said	as	we	walked	to	my

room.

“I	was,	but	it’s	a	good	way	to	kill	time,”	I	explained.	Right	after	my	dad	died,	I’d
considered	quitting.	His	estate	made	it	possible	for	me	to	do	so.	I	was	going	to	receive	a
settlement,	and	his	union	rep	made	sure	I	would	get	his	pension	until	my	21st	birthday.	In
addition,	I	had	income	from	renting	out	the	house.	Denise	had	a	realtor	friend	and	he’d
helped	me	find	a	tenant.	Financially,	I	was	in	a	good	spot	for	a	change.	Of	course,	I’d
rather	have	had	my	dad	back.

“So,	graduation	is	tomorrow,”	Lex	said,	lighting	up	a	cigarette.	“Anymore	exams?”

“No,	I	took	the	last	one	yesterday,”	I	said.	“Hey,	where’s	Tamara?”

“She’s	on	the	continent	already,”	he	said.

Kevin	shook	his	head,	mouthing:	Don’t	ask.

“Okay,”	I	said,	changing	the	subject.	“Well	I’m	free!	I	just	need	to	pack	up.”

“Cool!	We	can	help	with	that,”	Kevin	offered.	“But,	geez,	can	we	eat	first?”

“Sure!	There’s	a	great	pub	in	town,”	I	said,	throwing	my	backpack	onto	my	bed	and
grabbing	my	purse.



“Hey,	Soph,	what’s	this?”	Lex	asked,	pointing	to	my	Cambridge	envelope.

“Let	me	see	that,”	Heather	said,	grabbing	it	from	him.	“Sophie,	oh	my	god!	What

is	it?”

“Remember	when	I	had	my	brief	brush	with	insanity	and	dated	Geoff?”	I	asked,	and
they	nodded.	“Well,	my	art	teacher	convinced	me	to	apply	for	Cambridge,	and	I	jumped
on	that	like	white	on	rice	because	of	my	delusions.	Anyway,	I	told	them	no	in	February,
but	apparently	they	forgot.”

“You	got	into	Cambridge?”	Kevin	asked	in	disbelief.

“And	you’re	turning	them	down?”	Heather	asked,	looking	at	me	like	I	had	a	second
head.

“I	want	to	go	home,”	I	said	simply.	They	needed	to	drop	the	topic.

“Yeah,	but	Sophie,	you’re	not	going	home.	You’re	going	to	Rhode	Island,”	Lex

said.

“Same	country.	Look,	I	can’t	be	here	anymore.”	I	grabbed	my	wallet.

“Sophie,	I’ve	never	known	you	to	change	your	plans	for	anyone,	but	you’ve	done	that
twice	this	year,”	Heather	said.	“For	the	same	person.”

“I	can’t	be	here.”	The	tears	started	to	fall.	Dammit,	I	thought	I	had	gotten	over	the
weepiness.

“Okay,	but	think	about	it	a	little	longer.	When	do	you	have	to	let	them	know?”	Lex
asked,	patting	my	shoulder.



“By	the	end	of	June,”	I	replied,	feeling	defensive.	“But	I	want	to	go	Rhode	Island.	I
don’t	want	to	talk	about	it.”

“Go	where	you’ll	be	the	happiest,	Sophie,”	Kevin	said,	sending	a	warning	look	to	both
Lex	and	Heather.

Geoff’s	Perspective

I	was	reading	in	the	library	when	Emma	walked	in.	“You	got	a	minute?”	she	asked.

“Sure,	what’s	up?”	I	was	extremely	concerned	about	Emma.	Since	her	miscarriage,	she
had	become	completely	introverted.	For	someone	like	Emma,	who	had	been	so	bubbly,	it
was	scary	to	watch.

“Sophie	was	accepted	to	Cambridge,”	she	said.	“And	Jill	is	graduating	with	you.”

I	knew	about	Jill	since	David	had	told	me.	But	Sophie	accepted	to	Cambridge?	I	hadn’t
known	she	was	even	considering	it.	“Is	she	going?”	I	asked,	my	heart	racing	a	little.
Oxford	and	Cambridge	were	not	far	apart,	only	a	couple	of	hours.

Emma	shook	her	head.	“She	said	it	was	time	for	her	to	go	home.”

I	felt	sucker	punched.

“Emma,	you	knew	she	was	going	home,”	I	said.	“She’s	always	talked	about	it.	It’s	the
same	with	Jill.	She’s	not	happy	here.	Let	them	move	on.	We	all	need	to	move	on.”

I	hated	the	idea,	but	I	knew	Sophie	never	wanted	anything	to	do	with	me	again.	Out	of
respect	for	her	and,	frankly,	out	of	lack	of	interest	on	my	part,	because	no	one	else	was
like	her,	I	had	just	stopped	dating.	But	suddenly,	I	wasn’t	just	mad,	I	was	furious.	She	was
so	dead	set	against	staying	in	Europe,	and	yet	she	had	applied	to	Cambridge	after	we
broke	up.

Getting	up,	I	turned	to	Emma.	“Wanna	get	out	of	here	for	a	bit,	Squirt?”	I	asked.



She	nodded	gratefully,	and	we	left.	There	was	that	pub	Sophie	liked,	and	I	felt	like	fish
and	chips.	I	debated	for	a	minute	about	going	in,	since	we	used	to	go	there	all	the	time
when	we	dated.

“Oh,	fuck	it,”	I	said	and	stepped	inside.	That’s	when	I	heard	Sophie’s	giggle.	It	stopped
me	in	my	tracks	—	I	hadn’t	heard	it	in	months.	She	was	sitting	there	with	her	friends	from
back	home.	That	prick	Lex	put	his	hand	on	hers.	I	almost	had	a	panic	attack	for	a	minute.

“Geoff?”	Emma	asked,	confused.	She	had	seen	them,	too.	“Do	you	want	to	leave?”

I	shook	my	head	and	stormed	over	to	the	table	like	an	idiot.	“Emma	said	you	got	into
Cambridge.	When	where	you	planning	to	tell	me?”

Sophie	turned	around	slowly	and	glared	up	at	me.

“Hello	to	you,	too,”	Heather	said	with	matching	ire.	I	ignored	her,	and	Lex	stood	up.

“You	apologize	now,	asshole,”	he	said,	turning	red.

“Fuck	you,	Yank.	This	is	between	me	and	Sophie.	Where	the	fuck	is	your	girlfriend?
Are	you	trying	to	get	into	her	pants,	too?”	I	gestured	over	to	Sophie.

Faster	than	a	flash,	Lex	punched	me	in	the	eye.	“You	fucker!	Apologize!”

Emma	screamed,	and	Sophie	stepped	between	us.	“Stop,”	she	said,	looking	at	Lex,	and
then	turned	to	face	me.

“I	didn’t	apply	anywhere,	asshole,”	Sophie	said	in	a	fury.	“They	came	to	me	before	the
art	show.	If	I	got	in,	it	was	going	to	be	my	Valentine’s	Day	gift	to	you.	Don’t	you	ever
question	my	integrity	again!”	With	that,	she	turned	away.

She	had	planned	to	surprise	me,	I	realized,	feeling	like	seven	shades	of	shit.	Oh	God,
she	had	wanted	to	be	with	me.	“Sophie—”	I	said.

“Save	it.	Please,	just	leave,”	she	said,	tears	in	her	eyes.



“Sophie	—”	I	started	to	say,	but	stopped.	“I’m	sorry.	I’ll	go”	With	that,	I	grabbed
Emma	and	left,	wondering	if	this	pain	would	ever	go	away.

Walking	back	to	campus	after	my	spectacular	display	of	douchery,	I	realized	all	I	had
to	show	for	this	year	was	a	black	eye	for	my	graduation	pictures,	a	volunteer	assignment	at
a	nursing	home,	courtesy	of	Mum	and	Dad,	and	the	sad	realization	that	I	needed	to	grow
up	a	lot	more.

My	temper	had	cost	me	Sophie.	I	could	blame	a	lot	of	things	for	setting	me	off,	but	my
ruined	relationship	with	Sophie	was	all	me.	Graduation	was	tomorrow,	and	I	didn’t	want
her	last	impression	of	me	to	be	one	as	a	complete	bastard.	Sophie	appreciated	low-key
gestures,	so	I	wrote	her	a	letter.

In	it,	I	told	her	how	sorry	I	was	for	the	time	I	spent	tormenting	her	during	the	majority
of	her	time	at	Dowsford,	and	how	much	I	valued	her	friendship	and	missed	it.	I	explained
how	a	part	of	me	would	always	love	her	and	that	I	wished	her	the	best,	no	matter	where
life	took	her.	I	stayed	up	all	night	writing	it,	putting	as	much	effort	into	it	as	I	would	for	a
term	paper.	I	planned	to	give	it	to	her	when	we	closed	up	housing	the	day	after	graduation.

Sophie’s	Perspective

I	was	beyond	furious	with	Geoff.	I	wished	I	had	that	goddamn	voodoo	doll	of	him
because	I	really	wanted	to	shove	a	pin	through	his	stupid	turquoise	eyes	and	his	ball	sack.
Of	course,	the	fucking	thing	was	in	my	storage	locker	back	in	Santa	Barbara.

After	the	mess	in	the	pub,	Heather	calmed	me	down,	and	we	all	ended	up	taking	in	a
movie.	The	Bird	Cage	had	just	been	released.	Watching	Robin	Williams	mellowed	me	out
enough	so	I	wouldn’t	hunt	down	Geoff	Carmichael	and	use	his	testicles	as	ornaments	for
my	graduation	gown.

Lex	wanted	to	kick	his	ass.	Kevin	had	him	stay	with	Heather	at	their	hostel	and	took
me	back	to	my	dorm.

“Well,	Sophie,	you’re	living	out	your	90210	fantasy,”	he	joked	as	we	walked	back	to
campus.

“Yeah,	lucky	me,”	I	said	as	we	approached	my	room.	“I	mean,	geez	—	we	broke	up



four	months	ago.	Why	the	hell	does	he	keep	coming	up	with	new	and	more	insulting
things	to	make	me	hate	him?”

“It’ll	get	better	soon,”	he	said	with	confidence.	“You’ll	both	get	a	fresh	start.”

I	smiled	at	him.	Kevin	was	the	quiet	one	of	our	group	and	had	a	lot	of	wisdom	beneath
his	obsession	of	conspiracy	theory.	He	walked	me	into	my	room,	and	I	noticed	I	had	a
message	on	my	machine.	Frowning,	I	clicked	on	the	button.	I	hoped	to	high	heaven	this
wasn’t	another	message	from	Geoff.

The	next	morning,	I	woke	up	nervous.	This	was	a	major	milestone,	graduating	from
high	school.	The	message	I’d	gotten	last	night	made	me	antsier,	since	this	meant	another
adult	decision	needed	to	be	made.	I	couldn’t	just	ignore	this	one.	Mr.	Collins	had	called	to
see	if	I’d	received	the	formal	Cambridge	offer.	After	I	confirmed	that	I	did	but	that	my
answer	was	the	still	the	same,	he	said	he	had	another	proposition	for	me.	This	one,	I	didn’t
think	I	could	say	no	to.	Kevin	had	promised	to	keep	it	a	secret	for	me	until	after
graduation.	I	knew	my	friends	meant	well,	but	I	didn’t	need	any	more	pressure,	especially
since	Heather	and	Lex	were	pushing	me	to	reconsider	Cambridge.

After	breakfast,	I	said	goodbye	to	Iris	and	thanked	her	for	all	the	help	she’d	given	me
over	the	years.	She	gave	me	a	picture	of	the	staff	from	the	first	year	I	was	there,	as	well	as
one	of	the	staff	from	this	year.	I	marveled	about	how	much	I	had	changed	in	four	years.	In
return,	I	gave	her	a	book	of	Shakespeare’s	sonnets	and	promised	to	keep	in	touch.	It	was
bittersweet.

Heather,	Lex,	Kevin,	Jill,	and	Lucy	came	to	my	room	to	help	me	finish	packing.
Lucy’s	parents	demanded	to	take	us	out	to	lunch	so	they	could	say	goodbye	properly.	Lex
and	Kevin	were	never	ones	to	turn	down	free	food,	so	we	rode	over	to	the	Stones’	home
and	had	a	wonderful	lunch.	Lucy	and	I	exchanged	gifts.	We	laughed	because	we	had	each
given	the	other	our	school	yearbook,	but	with	thoughts	and	notes	written	in	the	margins	to
remind	each	other	of	what	our	high	school	life	had	been	like.	I	giggled	when	I	saw	she’d
drawn	devil’s	ears,	a	goatee,	and	a	pitchfork	on	Geoff’s	picture.

Lucy’s	mom	drove	us	back	to	Dowsford	for	graduation.	Lucy	and	I	had	dressed	in	her
room	and	were	all	gowned	up.	I	had	my	Academic,	Spanish,	and	Art	Society	cords	and
was	ready	to	go.	We	started	lining	up,	and	I	was	thankful	my	last	name	was	far	away	from
Carmichael.	I	didn’t	need	that	drama.

The	staff	made	their	speeches,	with	a	few	local	politicians	amongst	them.	They	talked
about	the	mission	of	Dowsford,	and	now	that	we	were	alumni,	we	would	continue	with



those	values.	Then	awards	started.	Geoff	got	one	for	his	grades	and	participation	in	the
music	department.	Then,	the	administrators	called	special	attention	to	students	who	had
overcome	adversity.	I	was	the	most	surprised	person	on	the	planet	when	I	was	called	up.

“We	also	recognize	Miss	Sophia	Walker,	who	came	to	us	as	a	student	with	the
prestigious	Godfrey	Scholarship,	maintained	a	100%	average,	and	participated	in	our
annual	student	art	show,”	Headmistress	Mulligans	announced.

I	turned	beet	red	as	I	walked	up	to	get	the	award.	I	wasn’t	expecting	this	and	was	a
little	embarrassed.	Lex,	Heather,	and	Kevin	clapped	for	me.	For	a	brief	moment,	I	wished
that	Mary	was	here.	She	was	the	only	one	who	could	appreciate	the	attention	I	was
getting.	I	also	knew	how	proud	my	dad	would	have	been,	but	tried	to	dwell	on	that	as	I
stepped	up	to	the	podium	and	received	my	award.

“Congratulations,	Sophie,”	Mrs.	Mulligans	said,	giving	me	a	pat	on	my	back.

“Thank	you,	Headmistress,”	I	replied,	taking	the	plaque.	I	had	to	admit	—	it	was	pretty
cool.	It	didn’t	look	a	thing	like	the	lodge	awards	my	dad	used	get	that	had	wood	veneer
and	gold	lettering.	This	was	made	from	marble	and	was	really	heavy.	Going	back	to	my
seat,	I	smiled	briefly	at	Emma	as	I	caught	her	watching	me.	She	smiled	back	sadly.

The	regular	processional	began	soon	after	that.	One	by	one,	we	got	our	diplomas,
moved	our	tassels,	and	did	the	standard	cap-in-the-air	thing.	I	felt	more	relieved	than
elated,	but	it	was	finally	over.	My	time	at	Dowsford	had	come	to	an	end.	Headmistress
Mulligans	made	one	last	speech	about	the	importance	of	keeping	in	touch	and	dismissed
us.

We	got	up	to	make	our	way	back	to	our	families	or,	in	my	case,	my	friends.	Before	I
could	catch	up	with	Heather,	Lex,	and	Kevin,	Imogen	Carmichael	came	over	to	me.
“Sophie,”	she	said,	giving	me	a	quick	hug.	“I	just	wanted	to	wish	you	the	best.”

“Thanks,	Mrs.	Carmichael,”	I	said.	She	and	her	husband	had	always	been	kind	to	me
and	had	sent	me	a	note	when	everything	had	happened	with	my	father.

“It’s	still	Imogen,	dear,”	she	insisted.	“You	take	care,	and	don’t	be	a	stranger	if	you
come	back	to	London.”

I	nodded,	even	though	I	had	no	intention	of	ever	speaking	to	her	or	Duncan	after	I	left



here.	Too	many	memories.	Emma	walked	over	to	her	mother.	“Sophie,”	she	said.

I	forced	a	smile,	willing	myself	to	let	bygones	be	bygones.

Geoff’s	Perspective

I	had	stepped	into	the	shade	to	share	a	cig	with	David.	“Well,	that’s	over,”	I	said.	“I
can’t	bloody	well	wait	to	get	out	of	here.”

“Yeah,	I	know,”	he	agreed,	flicking	the	ash	from	his	cigarette	butt	and	then	taking
another	drag.	“Geoff,	I	need	to	tell	you	something.”

“What?”	I	asked.	“You’re	really	a	girl?”

“Hah.	Funny,	asshole.	Jill	is	leaving	for	New	York.	I’m	going	to	follow	her	in	the
spring.”

I	blinked	at	him	and	said,	“Good	for	you.	If	she’s	giving	you	a	chance	and	you	know
she’s	the	one,	don’t	let	her	go.”

We	smiled	at	each	other	sadly,	knowing	that	this	would	probably	be	the	end	of	him	and
me	for	a	while.	His	parents	didn’t	want	us	being	friends	any	longer,	and	Jill	had	made	her
distaste	of	me	clear.	She	had	every	right	to	be	disgusted	with	me.

“You	better	get	to	the	dorms,”	David	said,	stomping	out	his	cig.	“Sophie’s	leaving.”

I	looked	up	to	see	Sophie	and	Emma	hug	briefly.	For	some	strange	reason,	it	gave	me
hope	for	the	future.	At	the	very	least,	maybe	we	could	be	friends.	With	email,	anything
was	possible.	She	joined	her	mates	and	disappeared.	Gathering	my	wits,	I	walked	to	her
room.	Knocking	on	the	door,	I	said,	“Sophie?”

I	didn’t	hear	anything.	Looking	at	the	door	again,	I	realized	it	was	ajar.	Pushing	it
open,	I	walked	in.	No	one	was	there.	In	fact,	it	was	completely	bare.	I	stood	there	letter	in
hand,	as	only	the	afternoon	sunlight	filled	the	small	room.	Sophie	had	left.



Epilogue:	Sophie’s	New	Job,	Geoff’s	Life

2004,	eight	years	later	–	Goleta,	California

Sophie’s	Perspective

“Sophie,	is	there	any	more?”	Tim	asked,	putting	my	last	box	in	storage.

“No,	thanks.”	I	kissed	his	cheek.	“I	owe	you	a	beer.”

He	winked	at	me	as	he	pulled	down	the	lid	to	the	unit.	“Just	bake	me	a	cake,	and	we’ll
call	it	even.”

I	was	leaving	the	next	day	to	go	to	London	for	work.	The	irony	of	this	situation	was
not	lost	on	me.	After	working	as	hard	as	I	did	to	graduate	from	Dowsford,	I	had	avoided
the	U.K.	like	the	plague.	Here	I	was,	going	back	for	a	work	assignment.	My	design	had
been	accepted	by	the	Children’s	Hospital	in	London	for	their	new	wing.	Like	my
acceptance	to	Dowsford	and	Cornell,	I	just	couldn’t	turn	down	that	type	of	opportunity.

The	phone	call	I’d	received	the	morning	before	graduation	was	from	Mr.	Collins.	I	had
thought	he	was	calling	about	Cambridge,	but	he	had	a	different	proposition	for	me.	He	had
a	friend	on	the	Cornell	board	and	had	submitted	my	portfolio	for	her	review.	Cornell
wanted	me.	They	were	willing	to	offer	a	full	scholarship	and	start	me	as	a	second-semester
sophomore.

Kevin	suggested	that	I	call	Rhode	Island	to	see	if	they	could	counter	the	offer.	My
admissions	counselor	was	willing	to	start	me	as	first-semester	sophomore,	but	after	all	was
said	and	done,	I	decided	to	go	with	Cornell.	How	could	I	not?	They	were	willing	to	start
me	at	the	level	I	wanted	and	on	a	full	ride.	So	that	fall,	I	ended	up	in	Ithaca	instead	of
Newport.

I	spent	eighteen	months	getting	my	undergraduate	degree	and	another	three	years
getting	my	master’s.	Afterwards,	I	decided	to	freelance	instead	of	joining	an	architectural
firm.	Part	of	the	settlement	I	received	after	my	dad’s	death	included	health	insurance	until
my	26th	birthday,	so	I	didn’t	have	as	many	financial	concerns	as	others	my	age.	It	gave	me
the	freedom	to	build	my	own	firm.



This	job	in	London	was	the	first	major	assignment	I’d	won,	but	I	had	accepted	it	a	lot
of	reservation.	For	one	thing,	I	had	to	commit	to	spend	two	years	in	London.	That	meant
giving	up	California	again	and,	of	course,	the	possibility	of	running	into	Geoff.	Heather
pointed	out	that	the	odds	of	me	running	into	him	or	Emma	in	a	city	of	around	eight	million
people	was	astronomical.

“Soph,”	she’d	said,	“if	that	happens,	buy	a	lotto	ticket.	You’d	be	on	a	roll.”	

Easy	for	her	to	say	—	it	wasn’t	her	ex	in	London,	I	mused.

I	wasn’t	sure,	but	I	thought	for	some	reason	that	Imogen	Carmichael	volunteered	at	the
Children’s	Hospital.	That	took	away	several	degrees	of	separation	between	Geoff	and	me,
a	separation	I	had	purposefully	enforced	to	the	point	that	I	didn’t	accept	an	invitation	to
London	for	the	Millennial	Celebrations	back	in	1999.	I	realized	my	apprehension	was
childish,	but	it	was	present	all	the	same.

Heather	and	Kevin	were	married	now.	Jennifer	and	Timothy	married	the	September
after	my	dad’s	death	and	made	sure	that	I	attended.	I	was	able	to	maintain	a	relationship
with	Denise,	despite	my	initial	prediction.	She	ended	up	marrying	Timothy’s	dad,	Pete,	a
couple	of	years	later.	I	was	happy	for	them	and	glad	to	still	have	them	in	my	life,	even	if
wasn’t	the	way	we	originally	intended.	Heather	was	now	pregnant	with	her	first	child.	She
was	due	in	January,	and	I	had	every	intention	of	being	there.

Lex	in	New	York	with	Tamara.	He	had	a	gotten	a	job	right	out	of	college,	writing
music	and	scouting	bands.	He	loved	it.	Tamara	and	he	were	still	breaking	up	and	making
up	every	few	months.	They	made	me	and	Geoff	look	like	Ma	and	Pa	Ingalls.

Jill	and	David	had	married	a	couple	of	years	ago	and	recently	had	a	set	of	twins,	after	a
lot	of	trying	and	bed	rest	for	Jill.	I	had	been	the	best	woman	at	their	Vegas	elopement.
They	had	gotten	engaged	on	a	whim	and	hadn’t	wanted	to	deal	with	planning	a	wedding.
Despite	the	odds,	David	and	I	had	gotten	close	again.	A	lot	of	it	had	to	do	with	the	fact
that	David	severed	all	contact	with	Geoff	when	we	graduated	from	Dowsford.

We	had	never	gotten	into	it,	but	I	had	a	feeling	that	stunt	Emma	had	pulled	on	Jill	had
been	too	much	for	him.	Jill	had	gone	to	NYU,	and	David	had	shown	up	on	her	doorstep	a
few	weeks	later.	They	were	always	together	after	that.	Jill	produced	documentaries	now
and	saw	success	with	some	wartime	films.	David	was	in	real	estate,	so	they	had	done	quite
well	for	themselves.	They	were	splitting	their	time	between	New	York	and	the	UK.



Everyone	planned	to	help	me	get	settled	in	London.	Heather	and	Kevin	were	coming,
since	this	was	probably	the	last	time	they	could	travel	pre-baby.	Lex	needed	a	break	from
Tamara	and	wanted	to	make	sure	that	the	apartment	the	agency	had	set	me	up	in	was
decent.	I	had	to	smile	about	how	protective	he	was.	Jennifer	and	Timothy	were	coming,
since	they	hadn’t	been	out	of	North	America,	and	like	Lex,	Denise	wanted	to	make	sure	I
was	well	situated.	I	thought	back	to	the	day	I	got	the	news.

Two	months	earlier

I	looked	at	my	email	flashing	on	the	screen	before	me.	To	save	money,	I	had	opted	to
work	out	of	my	house	in	Goleta,	and	that	included	the	antiquated	tube	screen	monitor	my
dad	had	used.	The	subject	on	the	email	said:	Children’s	Hospital	Construction	Project.	I
grabbed	my	cell	phone	and	called	Heather.	

“Hello,”	she	said.	

I	could	hear	the	noise	of	the	high	school	where	she	worked	behind	her.

“Hey.	They	finally	emailed	me,”	I	said.

“London?”

“Yeah,	but	I	haven’t	opened	it.	You	know,	Heather,	I	feel	like	I’m	a	thirteen-year-old	kid
again.	You’d	think	I	would	have	grown	a	spine	by	now,”	I	said,	tapping	my	thumb.

“You’re	right.	Get	off	the	phone	with	me	and	call	me	back	after	you	open	it.	Just	don’t
call	Lex	—	I’m	sending	him	an	IM	right	now.”

“Bitch,”	I	muttered	to	myself.	Heather	knew	me	too	well.	Just	for	the	hell	of	it,	I
started	to	dial	Lex	when	I	got	an	IM	from	him.

It	said:	Don’t	even	think	about	it,	Soph.	Put	on	your	big-girl	panties.

I	wouldn’t	have	put	it	past	Heather	to	do	the	same	thing	with	Kevin,	Tim,	Jennifer,
Brian,	or	Jill.



Trudging	back	to	the	computer,	I	clicked	on	the	email	and	read:	“Congratulations,	Ms.
Walker.	We	are	pleased	to	extend	a	contract	offer	to	you.”

So,	here	I	was,	two	months	and	several	painful	negotiations	later,	closing	up	my	house
and	getting	ready	for	my	flight	to	the	U.K.	Lucy	was	excited.	We	had	plans	to	meet	up
with	her	and	her	fiancé	in	a	few	weeks.	She	and	Sebastian	had	broken	up	while	they	were
in	college,	but	they’d	remained	on	good	terms.	She	was	getting	married	in	October,	and	I
was	planning	to	attend.	Sebastian	had	married	a	couple	of	years	back	to	a	girl	named
Scarlett.	I’d	seen	Lucy	a	couple	of	times	since	graduation,	but	I	missed	her.

My	flight	was	leaving	the	next	day.	I	had	packed	up	the	house,	put	slipcovers	on	the
furniture,	and	had	taken	care	of	a	few	other	things.	Heather	and	Kevin	were	going	to
check	up	on	it	a	few	times	a	week.	The	only	thing	left,	other	than	my	going-away	party,
was	to	visit	my	dad’s	grave.	I	had	planned	to	that	before	I	left.	Since	Brian	was	throwing
the	party,	I	didn’t	know	how	much	booze	would	be	involved.	I	planned	on	enjoying	it	too,
especially	since	Heather	had	given	up	drinking	for	her	pregnancy	and	asked	me	to	drink
for	her.

I	drove	to	the	cemetery	and	made	my	way	over	to	the	headstone.	Doing	my	usual
maintenance,	I	cleaned	off	the	grass	and	other	stuff	that	had	accumulated.	Then	I	sat	in
and	gazed	at	his	name	carved	into	the	marble.	I	had	to	swallow	my	tears.	It	still	got	to	me,
even	after	all	these	years.

Daniel	Eugene	Walker

July	14,	1952	–	February	14,	1996

Beloved	father

Forever	loved.	Never	forgotten.

“Hi,	Daddy.	Guess	what?	Well,	you	probably	already	know.	I	got	that	contract	to	work
at	Children’s	Hospital	in	London.	Can	you	believe	it?	I’m	voluntarily	moving	back	to
England.	You’d	think	I	would	have	had	enough	of	that	cold	weather.

“If	you	were	here	right	now,	you’d	probably	lecture	me	about	getting	this	emotional
about	possibly	running	into	Geoff.”	In	the	back	of	my	mind,	I	could	heard	him	agreeing.

“Sophie,	I	raised	you	to	face	your	problems,	not	run	from	them.	This	is	what	you’ve
always	wanted.	Take	it,	and	shine.”	That	would	have	been	his	advice.



I	stayed	there	a	little	while	longer	as	the	warm	June	sun	beat	down	on	me.	Finally,	I
pushed	myself	to	my	feet	and	left.	I	had	a	lot	to	do,	and	as	much	as	I	loved	my	dad,	he	had
been	too	stoic	to	put	up	with	me	staying	there	when	I	needed	to	be	elsewhere.

London,	England	–	two	weeks	later

Geoff’s	Perspective

“Babe,	remember,	we’re	meeting	Emma	and	Damian	later,”	Kelly	said	to	me	as	I
stepped	out	of	the	shower.

“Right,	that	new	restaurant,	Rain.”	I	wrapped	a	towel	around	my	waist	and	then
suggestively	fingered	one	of	her	red	curls	that	caressed	her	neck.	“You	know,	we	could
skip	it?”

“After,”	she	said,	putting	on	some	lipstick.

“Yeah,	but	I	got	home	on	Tuesday,	and	we	haven’t	been	together	since	the	night	I	got
back	from	Brazil,”	I	whined,	referring	to	my	month-long	trip	to	Rio	for	my	dad.

“Whose	fault	is	that,	Mr.	Jetlag?”	she	said,	moving	on	to	styling	her	hair.	“After	we	get
home,	you	can	keep	me	up	all	night	long.”	Kelly	took	her	attention	away	from	the	mirror
and	ran	a	finger	down	my	towel.	I	smirked	at	her,	and	then	double-checked	to	make	sure	I
had	some	condoms	in	my	medicine	cabinet.

Kelly	was	my	fiancée.	I’d	met	her	at	a	party	about	nine	months	earlier,	and	we’d	been
engaged	for	a	month	now.	Around	the	same	time,	Emma	had	met	Damian,	her	personal
trainer	from	the	gym.	Kelly	gave	me	some	of	the	excitement	that	had	been	lacking	in	my
life.

After	Sophie	left,	I	fell	into	a	dark	period	where	I	spent	the	first	half	of	my	freshman
year	drinking	and	sleeping	my	way	through	Oxford.	My	father	had	pulled	me

aside	and	told	me	that	he	wasn’t	paying	for	me	to	party	my	way	through	school	and
that	I	had	two	choices:	either	shape	up	or	come	home.

I	traded	in	being	a	manwhore	for	a	therapist	and	got	the	help	I	needed.	As	Dr.	Smith



pointed	out,	as	mad	as	Sophie	was	with	me,	she	didn’t	want	me	to	throw	my	life	away,
which	was	what	I	was	doing.	That	also	included	basically	becoming	a	monk.	I	kept	that	up
until	Kelly’s	appearance	into	my	life.

She	was	about	5‘9,	with	flaming	red	hair.	She	was	as	different	from	Sophie	as	possible.
Kelly	was	a	social	butterfly	and	a	little	flighty.	My	parents	barely	tolerated	her.	A	model,
she	was	definitely	superficial	but	a	lot	of	fun.	Emma	wanted	to	make	sure	I	was	marrying
Kelly	for	the	right	reasons.

I	didn’t	love	her	like	I	had	Sophie,	but	I	figured	that	was	a	once-in-a-lifetime	thing	and
equated	it	to	puppy	love.	Once,	I	had	thought	about	tracking	Sophie	down,	and	I’d
checked	the	RISD	website	to	get	her	email.	The	website	didn’t	list	her,	and	I	realized
hadn’t	gone	to	RISD.	After	that,	I	gave	up	the	idea,	figuring	it	was	a	sign	to	move	on.
Wherever	she	was,	I	wished	her	the	best	and	hoped	that	she	was	happy.

Kelly	and	I	arrived	at	the	restaurant	a	little	later	than	I	planned.	I	had	managed	to
convince	her	to	give	me	a	blowjob	right	before	we	left,	and	then	she’d	spent	some	time
fixing	her	hair	after	our	tryst.	Emma	bounced	over	to	me.	“Hullo,	you	two.	Come,	let’s
eat.	This	place	is	amazing!”

Damian	walked	up	and	we	did	the	standard	handshake.	He	had	just	started	an	entry-
level	job	with	my	father’s	company.	He	and	Emma	had	been	serious	for	some	time	now.
Kelly	sat	down	and	lit	up	her	cigarette.	For	a	moment,	I	had	to	fight	the	urge	to	steal	it.	I
had	given	up	smoking	when	I	started	therapy,	and	the	fact	she	smoked	and	loved	flaunting
it	in	front	of	me	didn’t	help.	She	winked	and	took	a	deep	drag.

We	were	starting	to	order	when	the	door	opened,	and	a	woman	walked	in	and	stepped
to	the	hostess.	I	wouldn’t	have	noticed	except	that	the	woman	had	dark	hair,	and	then	she
spoke.	“Hi,	I’m	meeting	some	people	here.	Lyons,	party	of	six?”

It	was	her	—	Sophie.

To	be	continued…
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Chapter	1:	In	all	the	restaurants	she	could	have	walked	into…

Geoff’s	Perspective

Emma	and	I	looked	at	each	other	as	Sophie	spoke	to	the	hostess.	She	did	not	ever	look
our	way.	Emma	started	to	get	up.	I	put	a	hand	on	her	arm.	“Don’t,”	I	said,	tersely.

“But	that’s—”

“I	know	who	that	is,”	I	said.	“What	makes	you	think	we	should	bother	her?	We	didn’t
exactly	end	on	the	best	of	terms.”

“That	was	ages	ago.	I	like	to	think	we’ve	all	matured	a	little,	Geoff.”

“What	are	you	two	talking	about?”	Kelly	asked.

I	got	a	look	at	Sophie	out	of	the	corner	of	my	eye	as	she	walked	by.	She	was	moving
fast,	so	I	could	make	out	only	her	profile,	but	she	looked	amazing.	She	wore	a	white	skirt
suit	with	black	pinstripes	and	a	black	top.	Her	suit	jacket	was	draped	over	her	arm,	making
her	look	casually	elegant.	She	moved	with	a	grace	I	hadn’t	seen	during	our	time	at
Dowsford.	Her	hair	had	grown	back	to	her	shoulders	and	was	layered	a	little.	The	biggest
difference	was	that	she	looked	happy,	almost	radiant.

“That’s	Sophie,”	I	told	Kelly.	She	knew	all	about	Sophie	and	liked	to	tease	me	about
the	“one	who	got	away.”	This	time,	though,	her	jaw	just	dropped.

“Your	Sophie	from	high	school?”	she	asked,	shocked.

“The	one	and	only.”	I	took	a	gulp	of	wine	to	keep	myself	from	grabbing	Kelly’s
cigarette.

Damian	looked	at	Emma	and	me.	He	turned	to	my	sister	and	said,	“You	know	what?	I
think	Geoff	might	be	right	on	this	one.”

I	shook	my	head,	thinking,	Big	mistake,	Damian.	Big	mistake.	Never	tell	Emma	no	—
it	just	made	her	more	determined.

Sophie’s	Perspective

I	was	running	late	to	dinner.	Lucy	was	already	there	with	Chris,	her	fiancé.	David	and
Jill	were	also	coming,	so	that	left	Lex	by	himself	until	I	got	there.	My	meeting	with	the
hospital	executives	had	gone	a	little	longer	than	I	thought,	and	I	couldn’t	get	a	cab,	so	I
ended	up	on	the	Tube.

The	restaurant,	Rain,	had	been	Jill’s	pick,	and	it	looked	beautiful	from	the	outside.
Walking	in	was	even	better.	With	rich	oak	paneling,	light-colored	linens,	and	fresh
flowers,	it	was	really	something	else.	Going	to	the	maître	de,	I	said,	“Hi,	I’m	meeting
some	people.	Lyons,	party	of	six?”

“Yes,	Miss,”	the	young	lady	said,	“they’re	sitting	in	the	garden.”

As	I	walked	to	the	back,	I	got	the	uncanny	feeling	that	I	was	being	watched.	I	could
feel	the	hair	on	the	back	of	my	neck	rise.	Lucy	saw	me	and	came	up,	so	I	blew	off	the
feeling.



“How	are	you?	You	look	smashing!”	She	eyed	me	up	and	down.

“So	do	you.	Engagement	suits	you,”	I	said,	taking	her	in.	Lucy	was	wearing	her
strawberry	blond	hair	in	a	chin-length	bob.	At	the	table,	she	introduced	me	to	Chris,	her
fiancé.	After	we	finished	with	greetings,	Jill	signaled	the	waiter	over	so	we	could	give	him
our	orders.

I	was	debating	ordering	the	pasta	versus	the	chicken,	when	Lucy’s	eyes	bulged.	The
same	feeling	I	had	earlier	returned.

By	the	looks	on	Jill’s	and	Lex’s	faces,	I	knew	I	hadn’t	imagined	it.	Turning	around,	I
realized	my	instincts	were	right.	There	was	Emma,	waving	like	a	lunatic,	with	a	blond
man,	and	Geoff	with	an	extremely	beautiful	redhead.	I	really	hated	being	right.

“Emma,”	I	said,	getting	up.	She	ran	into	me,	nearly	knocking	me	to	the	floor.

“Oh,	this	is	wonderful!	What	are	you	doing	here?”	she	asked	and	looked	around	the
table.	“David,	Jill,	Lucy	—	it’s	wonderful	to	see	you	again!”

Lucy	looked	at	her	like	she	was	crazy.	Emma	had	known	her	only	through	me	at
Dowsford.	“Ah,	yes.	You,	too,”	she	said,	shaking	her	head.

“Oh,	you	must	be	Sophie’s	friend	from	the	States,”	Emma	said	to	Lex,	who	looked
really	overwhelmed	all	of	a	sudden.

“Yeah,	I	guess	you	could	say	that,”	he	said,	casually	swinging	an	arm	over	my
shoulder.	I	looked	at	him	for	a	moment,	raising	an	eyebrow.	He	just	kissed	my	cheek	and
whispered,	“Go	with	it.”

“So,	are	you	guys	visiting?”	Emma	asked,	pulling	a	chair	up.

Same	old,	same	old	—	she	still	didn’t	have	boundaries,	I	thought.	“I’m	here	on
business,”	I	said.

“We’re	moving	back	for	David’s	work,”	Jill	said.

“We	should	get	together,	all	of	us.	Lucy,	you	too,”	Emma	said,	and	then	gestured	to	the
man	beside	her.	“Where	are	my	manners?	This	is	my	boyfriend,	Damian.”

For	a	moment,	I	heard	my	dad	snicker	and	say,	“What	a	punk.	Boys	don’t	have
ponytails.”	I	had	to	stop	myself	from	laughing	out	loud.	Lex	had	worn	a	ponytail	in
college.

Emma	added,	“And	this	is	Geoff’s	fiancée,	Kelly.”	Geoff	glared	at	his	sister.

Seeing	Geoff	hurt,	like	someone	knocked	the	wind	out	of	me.	I	couldn’t	explain	why,
since	I	hadn’t	seen	him	in	almost	ten	years,	but	I	guess	it	had	something	to	do	with	Geoff
being	my	first	love	and	all	of	that	crap.	“Congratulations,”	I	said	politely,	raising	my	glass.
His	fiancée	was	obviously	evaluating	me.

“Thank	you,”	he	said	a	little	stiffly.	Geez,	I	thought,	what’s	his	problem?	If	anything,	I
should	be	the	one	with	the	problem.

David	nodded,	almost	longingly,	at	his	former	friends	for	a	moment.	I	could	tell	he
wanted	to	talk	with	Geoff	more.	Jill	could	also	tell	it.	She	gave	him	a	little	nod,	and	David
said,	“Geoff,	we	should	catch	up.”



For	the	first	time	since	coming	to	our	table,	Geoff	smiled	and	said,	“That	would	be
great.	Here’s	my	card.”

“Sophie,	give	me	your	card,”	Emma	said.	“Like	I	said,	we	need	to	catch	up.”

Great,	I	thought.	Do	I	take	the	high	road,	or	do	I	come	off	as	a	moody	teen?	Being
immature	looked	promising	at	the	moment.	“Here,”	I	said,	reluctantly	pulling	a	card	from
my	bag.	“But	I’m	busy	with	work.”

“Yeah,	Sophie’s	going	to	be	designing	the	new	wing	of	the	Children’s	Hospital,”	Lex
said	proudly,	almost	like	a	boyfriend.	Again,	Geoff	frowned,	but	then	his	face	brightened.

“So,	you	did	become	an	architect	after	all?”	Geoff	asked,	genuinely	smiling.
Surprisingly,	all	the	animosity	that	I	had	felt	at	Dowsford	was	gone.

For	a	brief	second,	I	was	glad	he	was	proud	of	me.	I	looked	at	Geoff.	Really	looked	at
him.	He	had	definitely	gotten	better	looking.	In	fact,	he	handled	manhood	even	more
confidently	then	adolescence.	While	Geoff	had	been	cocky	as	a	teen,	he	looked	settled	as	a
man.	If	Kelly	did	that	with	Geoff,	then	all	the	power	to	her.

“Yes,”	I	said,	“at	least	that’s	what	my	license	says.”

“Grand,”	he	said,	smiling	again.

“Geoff,	we	should	go,	and	let	them	catch	up,”	Kelly	finally	said,	shooting	a	glare	at	her
fiancé.

“Emma	let’s	go,”	he	nodded	and	said	to	his	sister.	“David,	I	look	forward	to	hearing
from	you.”

“Likewise,”	David	said,	getting	up	to	shake	his	hand.	There	was	a	total	bromance
going	on	there.

After	the	Carmichaels	left,	Jill	and	Lex	started	laughing	like	hyenas.	“What?”	I	asked.
They	had	this	eerie	connection	that	sometimes	made	me	think	they	were	related.

Jill	took	a	sip	of	her	wine.	“You	gave	Emma	your	card.	You	voluntarily	gave	her	a	way
to	track	you	down.”

Oh	no,	I	thought.	Shit.	Lex	started	cackling	again.	I	looked	at	him,	shaking	my	head.
“What	the	hell	were	you	thinking?	You	were	acting	like	my	boyfriend	or	something.”	I
smacked	him	on	the	back	of	his	head.

This	time,	Lucy,	Chris,	and	David	starting	laughing	at	me,	too.	“Ah,	sweet	Sophie,”
David	said,	putting	his	arm	on	Jill,	“so	innocent…”

“He’s	here	with	his	fiancée,”	Lucy	said.

“And	I’m	here	with	my	friends,”	I	said,	wondering	what	the	waiter	had	put	in	their
wine	and	why	mine	wasn’t	having	the	same	effect	on	me.

“Do	you	want	to	be	the	pathetic	ex-girlfriend	while	he’s	here	with	his	smoking-hot
fiancée?”	Lex	asked.

My	eyes	bulged,	wondering	when	I	entered	junior	high	again.	“You’re	right.	Because	a
fake	boyfriend	is	so	much	better.”



Contrary	to	popular	belief,	I	was	single	by	choice,	not	because	guys	weren’t	interested.
While	I	basically	lived	like	a	nun,	I	had	dated	a	little	and	fooled	around	a	few	times.	But	I
had	a	business	that	I	was	trying	to	start,	and	that	left	very	little	time	for	a	personal	life.	I
had	spent	too	much	time	investing	in	my	career	to	let	a	guy	take	priority	in	my	life.	The
one	time	I	had	done	that,	with	Geoff,	it	had	blown	up	in	my	face.	Never	again,	thank	you
very	much.

“Either	way,	Bells,	he	wants	you,”	Lex	said,	more	seriously.

“Don’t	be	ridiculous.”	My	blush	made	a	comeback	with	a	vengeance.

“He	looked	like	he	wanted	to	kill	Lex,”	David	said,	snickering.

“Real	funny,”	I	snapped.	The	poor	waiter	was	back	for	our	orders.	My	appetite	was
gone	now,	so	I	just	ordered	pasta	to	have	something	to	pick	at.

“C’mon,	Sophie,”	Lucy	said,	taking	my	hand.	“Just	forget	about	it.	It’s	the	first	time
we’ve	seen	each	other	in	years.”

I	tried	taking	Lucy’s	advice	about	not	letting	it	bother	me,	but	the	encounter	disturbed
me.	The	Carmichaels	left	before	we	did,	but	I	couldn’t	resist	looking	at	their	table.	A
couple	of	times,	I	caught	both	Geoff	and	Kelly	looking	at	me.	She	wasn’t	glaring	at	me
like	she	had	earlier,	but	she	was	watching	me	with	a	calculating	look,	like	she	was	sizing
up	the	competition.	I	hoped	that	Emma’s	infatuation	with	looking	up	an	old	friend	was
short	lived.
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